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THE CONFUSION OF TONGUES 

] 

Inasmuch as the active application of language is speech, it 
is upon speech that -writing, essentially a secondary means of 
communication, is dependent. The pedants, it is true, have long 
fostered the misconception that everyday speech is to be regarded 
as inferior to the written word, that the one constitutes a base 
and corrupt form of the other. As to this, there is no doubt that 
writing is much more conservative than speech, upon which it 
exercises a powerful and restraining influence. But the fact, never¬ 
theless, remains that mankind has been possessed of language 
since time immemorial, whereas even in these days of universal 
progress and enlightenment, some two-thirds of the population 
of Ae world are still unable either to read or to write. Very 
evidently, language is what is spoken, rather than what Is written. 

But although as a means of commurdcatiotk language is pre¬ 
eminent, there are, of course, various other ways in which 
creatures contrive to make known their feelings and intentions 
to one another, from the antennal activities of ants to the court¬ 
ing posturii^ of birds and the oral exchanges of the anthropoids. 
In the absence of a vocabulary, however, the higher apes must be 
considered incapable of discourse, while it would be too much 
to suppose that the parrot, able though it is to reproduce noises 
vriuch are strange to it, including the sound of the human voice, 
can have the slightest understanding of anything that It repeats, 
even when a premonitory cry of “Fire I” happens to coincide 
with the fall of a burning coal upon the hearthrug. In short, only 
man is properly describable as a talking animal, and he alone can 
claim to be a conversationalist. 

In pondering this remarkable circumstance, ^e ancients were 
content to explain the phenomenon of speech as a ready-made 
gift from the gods, the identity of the chvine besiowec -varying 
from one geographical location to the next—in Egypt, Thoth} 
in India, Indra; in Palestine, Yahweh; in Greece, Hermes; and 
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80 on. Modem enquiry, Jt need hardly be said, unhesitatingly 
rejects aU such nMve and improbable notions, and leaves the 
question of origin unanswered, though by no means unguessed 
at Thus, according to what has been somewhat jocularly termed 
the Pooh-pooh theory, man’s first meaningful words were uttered 
instinctiveJy, and thereafter came to symbolise the particular 
situation which gave rise to them. The Onomatopoetic {aiias the 
Bow-wow) theory, on the other band, holds that primitive speech 
resulted attempts to imitate animal and other sounds, while 
advocates of the so-called Yo-ho-ho theory would have us believe 
that undue muscular ejiertion, by provoking heavy breathing, 
caused an involuntary vibration of the human vocal chords.... 

All such explanations have encountered objections of one sort 
or another. The Bow-wow theory, for example, at once comes 
up against the fact that even among uncivilised peoples, imitative 
words such as “cuckoo” and “whip-poor-will” make up a rela¬ 
tively part of the vocabulary. There is thus raised the 

further problem of how speech movements and their accompany¬ 
ing sounds gained meaning, and here, too, our ignorance is both 
lamentable and profound. We cannot even explain why the pro¬ 
duct of twice two is termed “four” in preference to “six”, though 
we can say with some assurance (it being a matter of much more 
recent history) how it happens that we are content to munch 
what we call sandwiches, but steadfastly decline to make a meal 
of cardigans or wellingtons. 

That the first words actually distinguishable as such were in 
some w^ related to animal sounds and gestures appears likely 
enough, as does the suggestion that in all probability human 
speech did not develop until men began to live in comraunities, 
and so experienced the need to indulge in an exchange of ideas. 
But was this development monogenetic or polygenetic—iiid speech, 
that is to say, have a single or a multiple beginning? And if, with 
the late Alfredo Trombetti, we favour the theory of a solitary 
ori^n, bow then do we satisfactorily account for the great diver¬ 
sity which now exists among the languages of the world? 

As lace as the start of the 19th century, such questions had 
yet to be given serious eonsideratioo, for the Mesopotamians were 
then unrecognised as the authors of the legend of the Tower of 
Babel, and the belief was still widespread that all languages were 
Hebrew in origin—the contradictions inherent in the proposition 
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lhat any tongue could antedate that supposedly spoken in the 
Garden of Eden were simply dismissed as inconceivable. 

To-day, however, blind conviction has been replaced by ad¬ 
missions of uncertainty, and it is generally acknowledged that 
final answers caimot be expected in regard to events which m^ 
well have occurred a million or more years igo. It is accepted, 
in short, that there is a complete lack of data about the beginnings 
of language, and that any study of its subsequent evolution must 
be confined to those later stages of the process which took place 
during the historic period. And by the time this limited aspect 
of the enquiry was begun, scholars found themselves faced with 
hundreds of different native tongues, the precise number of which 
could not be agreed (estimations still range from 2,500 to 7,000) 
because a conflict of opinion at once arose concerning exactly 
what constituted a language, and over the inclusion or otherwise 
of this or that dialect. 

Despite the evident complexities of the situation, various classi- 
ficatory schemes have nevertheless been devised, among them 
the morphological. Under this arrangement, three (in sorae sys¬ 
tems four or more) main divisions of language are recognised*— 
an Infiectional type, an Agglutinative type, and an Isolating type. 
The last-named is characterised by monosyllabic roots, the same 
word playing the role of verb, adjective, adverb, and noun. 
Chinese, for example, exhibits no grammar apart from syntax, 
the precise meaning of a word being determined by its place in 
the sentence, and (when voiced) by subtle variations in tone and 
pitch. 

In agglutinative languages (such as Turkish and Japanese), the 
meaning of roots is modified by prefixes (<z6rtract, ^uit), by 
suffixes (prows», wooden), and by infixes (messenger, from mess¬ 
age). Many English words are agglutinated (aforementioned, 
matter-of-fact), and in extreme cases of the phenomenon, the 
verb may absorb all other parts of speech, so that a tingle word 
comprises an entire sentence, as exemplified by the name of the 
Aztec ruler Mootecuzomal-thuica-mina (Montezuma), meaning 
“ When-the-chicf-is-angry- he-shoots-to-heaven’ ’. 

Latin and Greek provide Qrpical examples of infiectional lan¬ 
guages. Here, words are mod^ed by alterations in noun forms 
(declention) and verb forms (conjugation) by the addition of one 
or more letters (cow, cows; ox, oxen; plough, ploughs, ploughed). 






LOST LANGUAGES 


z6 

Changes may aUo occur within the words themselves (woman, 
women; ran, run), and such internal variation constitutes an 
important feature of Semitic languages, all of which display a 
marked preference for verbal roots made up of three consonant 
sounds. Thus, in Hebrew, the triliteral root k‘t-h is the basis of 
words associated writing, which are derived therefrom by 
the addition of vowels (^. rang, ring, rung). 

Inflectiog languages contain both monosyllabic and aggluti¬ 
native words, and it was loi^ considered that in the course of 
development, languages went through isolating and a^lutinadve 
phases before eme^ng as fully inflectional. This evolutionary 
idea continued to command support until the disconcerting dis¬ 
covery was made that monosyllabic (and supposedly primitive) 
Chinese, though now an essentially isolating language, was at 
one time inflectional I 

The ^ct that all languages undergo continuous change (com¬ 
pare the English of to-day with that of Chaucer’s time, or even 
of Shakespeare’s) is the basis of the genetic system of classidca- 
tion, which seeks, by a tracbg back process, to uncover family 
relationships. Technically, a relationship between two languages 
is said CO exist when, and only when, it can be shown that both of 
them have a common ancestor, which may, or may not, be known. 
Thus French and Italian (together with Spanish and Portuguese) 
are derived directly from Latin, familiar as the now defunct lan¬ 
guage of ancient Rome, while Hebrew and several allied tongues 
have been identihed as the o&pring of an unknown parent, pro¬ 
visionally termed Proto-Semitic. 

It will be evident that if *htR genealogical investigation could 
be carried back to what the monogeneddsts regard as its logical 
conclusion, it would lead to the discovery of the father of all 
languages. To this end, and after revising an earlier attempt, 
TrombetU announced in 1929 that he had succeeded in reducing 
the total of the world's language groups to nine—Caucasian, 
American Indian, Australo-Dravidfan, Munda-Polynesian, Indo- 
Chinese, Hanuto-Semidc, Bantu-Sudanese, Uralo-Aliaic, and 
Indo-European. More conservative authorities, however, are in¬ 
clined to place the number of apparently distinct linguistic families 
as high as 200 or more, though of the aforementioned nine divi¬ 
sions, there is at any rate no dispute about the merits and import¬ 
ance of the last-named. 









y. Gathering and splitting papyrus for paperroaking—a scene from the tomb 
of Puy-em*Re» Thebes. (Photo: Egyptian Expedition of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York) 


4, Clay tablets, with plcto- 
graphic inscriptions, from 
Jemdet Nasr, Mesopo¬ 
tamia. (Photo: The British 
Museum) 
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Ab early as X7S6, Sir William Jones, in an address to the Asiatic 
Sodety of Bengal, made the surprising prediction that future 
research would provide proof of the common origin of Sanskrit 
and the chief languages of Europe, Including English. Subsequent 
enquiries not only confirmed this prophecy, but they brought to 
Light evidence which pointed to the one-time existence of a rela¬ 
tively small tribe, speaking what has been styled primitive Indo- 
European. Not later than 2000 B.C., it would appear, this 
community began to break up, and a aeries of migrations scattered 
many of its members throughout Europe, took others across 
Asia Minor to parts of Asia itself. 

In the centuries which followed, several hundred difiering 
tongues developed as a result of this dispersion. But the collec¬ 
tive term “Indo-European”, which Thomas Young applied to 
them, is somewhat misleading, in that a number of European 
languages (including Estonian, Finnish, and Hungarian), and 
several Ini^an languages (such as the Dravidian tongues of 
South India), undoubtedly belong to other linguistic groups. 
Again, there are some lndo-£uropear^ languages, eg,, Persian, 
which are at home in neither of the geographical locations in 
which their family name suggests they might be expected to be 
foimd. The term, however, is now firmly established by loi^ 
usage. 

Apart h:om their langtiage, no trace of the original Indo- 
European-speaking people remains, though philologists have 
nevertheless been able to build up what is believed to be a reason¬ 
ably satisfactory picture of where and how they lived. Thus many 
verbal trails appear to converge upon the plain of central Europe, 
a fact which suggests that it was from somewhere in this ^dnity 
that the parent language spread. Moreover, when it is found that 
its many offshoots have what is virtually the same name for 
various plants and animals, it is reasonable to suppose that the 
people who first used these words must have been acquainted 
with the things so described. This in turn suggests that thdr 
homeland was the habitat of certain prescribed forms of life, a 
circumstance of assistance in assessing the merits of this or that 
proposed location. 

In sum, these and other considerations point to the ^ct that 
the ancestral land of the Indo-European-speaking people was 
situated some distance from the sea, it enjoyed a temperate 


LOST LANGUAGB5 


iS 

cUinate> asd that in all probability It extended from what is now 
Lithuania to the vast uncultivated plains of southern Russia. 

n 

The dawn of recorded tuatory is an occurrence so comparatively 
recent that perhaps a rpillion or so years went by before Homo 
sapiens learned how to represent speech in the absence of a speaker. 
But although writing is thus to be regarded as a secondary means 
of communicadon> its importance can hardly be overestimated. 
Pnor to its advent a few mlUermia ago, the knowledge and recol* 
lections of mankind had to be banded down by word of mouth 
alone, and were moreover subject to all the vagaries of the human 
memory. As a result, and notwithstanding any aid which may 
have been derived from such mnemonic devices as notched mes¬ 
sage sticks and knotted cords, much that we should be most 
interested to know about the activities of our remote forebears 
is irretrievably lost, and we can now do no more than speculate 
about such tremendous happer^gs as the discovery of fire, the 
invention of the wheel, and the introduction of ^riculCure. 

The art of writing, however, presupposes some knowledge of 
writing materials, and here we are reasonably well informed, in 
that examples of the one necessarily provide us with evidence of 
the other. Thus, one of the forerunners of paper was papyrus, 
an aquatic plant which once grew in abundance along the lower 
reaches of the Nile, and which is still to be found in the Sudan. 
The antiquarian Varro, a contemporary of Cicero, claimed that 
papyrus was not used for writing before the time of Alexander 
the Great, but ancient Egyptian manuscripts have since been 
found which prove that it was so employed between 4,000 and 
5,000 years ago. 

The Egyptian discovery that a thin vegetable membrane made 
an admirable writing surface led to the widespread use of papyrus 
for this purpose. In the preparation of the material, its so^d 
iibres were laid vertically, and on top of them another layer was 
placed horizontally, an adhesive being used to bind them together. 
Pressure was then applied, and this operation was followed by 
a drying process, whereafter the side of the sheet on which the 
fibres ran hoiizontslly was polished in readiness for use by the 
scribe. The finished product was made into rolls (some of them 
more than 120 feet In length) by fastening sheets one to another. 
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and a reed pen, complete vriih an ink composed of an aqueous 
mixture of gum and lampblack, were other standard items of 
writing equipment. 

No less important as an early writing medium was wet clay, 
extensively used by the Babylonians and their predecessors. This 
substance, often in the form of cushion-shaped rectangular tab¬ 
lets, was indented with the aid of a wedge-like stylus, and then 
baked hard. And as a precaution, messages were placed in pro¬ 
tective envelopes bearing a duplicate imprint—the equivalent of 
our carbon copy I But the first writing material of all was prob¬ 
ably slate or stone, its use inspired by the pictures which Palaeo¬ 
lithic man scratched and painted upon the walls of his caves. It 
is a moot point, indeed, whether these drawings were executed 
merely for amusement, and thus represent the beginnings of art, 
or were Intended to record events, and so constitute an attempt 
at writing. 

However this may be, the first true writing took the form of 
pictures which did no more than represent the objects shown— 
an eye was an eye, a dog was a dog, and a ciide was the sun. 
Although a vivid portray^ of scenes and events was thus possible, 
the limitations of the procedure for purposes of narration \ril] 
be evident. The position improved as the drawings gradually 
developed into ideographs or ideograms (word-signs), and so 
came to represent not so much the objects themselves as the ideas 
associated with them—an eye with seeing, a dog with hunting, 
a circle with warmth or daytime. Considerable powers of Imagi¬ 
nation were thus invoked, with consequent pitfalls for the would- 
be interpreter of some of these conventionalised images. During 
a study of North American Indian ideography, for Instance, it 
transpired that whereas an eagle, understandably enough, indi¬ 
cated bravery, life was represented by a snake, thanks to a 
popular belief that this reptile was capable of living for ever. 

In pictography, any connection between the depicted object 
and the spoken name for it is lacking, and it was the eventual 
establishment of such a link which led to the development of 
phonetic writing. Some understanding of how this far-reaching 
innovation may have come about is provided by the rebus, in 
which pictures of objects represent, not the objects, but sounds 
associated with them. By this means, it is possible to communi¬ 
cate proper names, and to express abstract ideas, e.g., the notion 
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of treachery could be conveyed by a drawing of a bee in company 
•with a sketch of a salver, signifying “betray”. 

A feature of the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic writing was a 
combined use of ideograms (sense^s^ns) and phonograms (sound* 
signs), the pictorial representation beu^ shown in two sizes, the 
one large, intended for visual interpretation only, and the other 
small, explicable in terms of language. Some of the phonograms, 
moreover, were polyphonic, f.e., they represented more than one 
sound, while other signs, known as homophones, had the same 
phonedc value, but stood for different objects, and tbantra to 
these devices, the range of expression was very wide. But the 
next advance, entailing the complete replacement of sense signs 
by sound elements, was a step which the ancient Egyptians failed 
to take, and throughout its centuries-long history, their script 
remained what was essentially a pictuie-writii^ assisted by sound 
signs. 

Writing m which the symbols stood for syllables such as za, 
ffw, pag, Tnar, however, duly made its appearance in Mesopotamia, 
and from this syllabic script there was eventually developed an 
alphabetic system composed of a relatively small number of signs, 
each representative of one or more single sounds (in English, for 
example, the letter b stands for the sound b, and the letter c for 
the sounds h or s). It has long been customary to attribute this 
revolutionary culmination to the Semites, four main divisions of 
whose so-called alphabet—the Ethiopic (a descendant of Che 
South Semitic branch) and the Aramaic, the Canaanite, and the 
Palestinian (offshoots of the North Semitic branch)—were in use 
about 1000 fi.c., each consisting of from 22 to 30 signs, all of them 
ezprearing consonants. This Semitic practice (subsequently aban¬ 
doned) of omitting vowels in writing was almost certainly copied 
from the ancient Egyptians, who had earlier distinguished 24 uni- 
consonantal symbols which were likewise hailed as alphabetic at 
the time of their discovery more than a century ago. But as 1 . J. 
Gelb maintains in his penetrating analysis, A Study of Writing 
(London, 1952), and in support of which contention he produces 
convincing arguments and evidence, it is diiEcult to escape the 
conclusion that the early Egyptian and Semitic writings were in 
fact syllabic, and that their phonetic signs represented not merely 
consonants, but consonants plus any vowel*^^ is undoubtedly 
the case with Mesopotamian cuneiform writing, in which the sign 
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for wa, for oxaxuple, dso tr^UterateB as w, wi, ot %pu, as the 
context requires. It would thus appear that it was the Greeks 
who evolved the first true alphabet, the Semitic origins of which, 
however, are clearly to be seen in the names given to its signs— 
alpha^ beta, gamma, delta ... (Greek); aleph, beih, gimel, daletk ... 
(Semitic)—a borrowing openly acknowledged by the Greeks them¬ 
selves, who described their writing as Phoemcian- 

Apart from introducing vowel representation, the Greeks made 
several other important alterations to the Semitic writing, includ¬ 
ing a change of direction- The Semitic version read ftom right to 
left (a convention supposed to indicate that its forerunner was 
a carved script, and designed to suit the convenience of the en¬ 
graver). At first, Greek inscriptions did likewise, but a period of 
experimentation followed, during which a boustrophedon (plough- 
wise) arrangement was adopted, the lines of script running 
alternately from ri^t to left, and from left to right The left-to- 
right-only style (obviously better suited to right-handed scribes of 
a pcn-and-iids era) did not appear until the beginning of the 7th 
century B.C., whereafter signs such as 9 eventually became estab¬ 
lished as B. Meanwhile, in all probability by way of the Etruscans, 
the art of alphabetic writing reached Rome, whence knowledge 
of the invention spread throughout Europe and the rest of the 
Empire. 

The original Etruscan alphabet contained 26 letters, of which the 
Romans borrowed 21—ABCDEFZHIKLMNOPQRSTVX. 
Subsequently, the 7th symbol (Z, with the sound of G or K) was 
replaced by G, and later still, in order to assist the transUteration 
of certain Hellenic vocalisatioos, the Greek letters Y and Z were 
adopted, and placed at the end of the Latin alphabet, the classical 
version of which thus contained 23 letters. The expansion of V 
into U and W (double XJ), and the diEerentiation of 1 and J, 
were later developments which took place in the icth and X4th 
centuries respectively. 

In picture writing, the number of different signs which are 
needed may amount to thousands, and the overwhelming superi¬ 
ority of the alphabetic system lies in its representation of a rela¬ 
tively few speech sounds by letters which can be combined to 
form as extensive a vocabulary as is desired. The undoubted 
advantages of the process have been recognised for many years 
by most coimtries, a notable exception being China, though even 
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here members of the State Coimdl have recently approved a 
programine of language reform, which includes the adoption of 
the Western alphabet for use as a phonetic auxiliary. A Chinese 
student, meanwhile, needs to know about 3,000 different signs 
to enable him to read an ordinary book, wlidle a more profound 
display of learning on his part would call for the memorising of 
some 40,000 other characters I 

The introduction of phonetic writing served to draw attention 
to the fact that all the significant sounds which are made during 
speech can be assigned to one or other of two categories—vowels 
and consonants. Of these basic components, vowels are produced 
by the voice, »>., by the vibration of the vocal chorda, whereas 
consonants are not so produced, and are merely sounds which 
accompany the vowels or sonants (hence consonants). Linguists 
term the constituent sounds of a language pkorumesy and it has 
been shown that their number may range from 2 to xa vowel 
phonemes in assodadon ^th 12 to 50 of the consonantal variety. 
Ideally, an alphabet should have one separate sign for each diS' 
tinct sound into which the language it serves can be analysed. 
But apart from an International Phonetic compilation, far too 
cumbersome for everyday use, no such alphabet exists. The £ami> 
liar Roman version is essentially a makeshift affair, adapted to the 
varying requirements of many different tongues, and on occa> 
sion no more than half meetii^ their needs. Thus in English, 
26 letters have between them to represent no less than 47 pho> 
nemes (12 vowel sounds, 26 consonant sounds, and 9 diphthongs), 
a situation which has been met by resorting to such expedients 
as the use of combinations of letters (ch, $k, ih), and by assigning 
more than one sound to the same letter. 

Inasmuch as letters originated as phonetic symbols, it may be 
conjectured that there was once a time when a reader could 
accurately pronounce any unfamiliar word at si^t, and spell it 
correctly on Erst hearing it said. But this happy state of affairs 
is far from being the case with the majority of languages to-day, 
and the eccentricities of English spelling In particular are noto¬ 
rious. Here, not only are identical symbols used to express more 
than one sound*—at, ate; cough, enough; new, sew—but the same 
sound is expressed by different symbols—blue, blew; tome, 
ptomaine; night, knight. And further to add to the prevailing 
confusion, words with different sounds and meanings are written 
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10 the same way—refuse (reject); refuse (dross); refuse (melt 
again), 

The reason for all ^3 is not far to seek. A langtiage is a living 
thing, and in the normal course of its growth and development, 
words alter their meaning, or fall into disuse, to be replaced by 
other expressions, either newly coined or borrowed from some 
alien tongue. And also subject to change are the language users 
themselves. They come and go in an unending procession, and 
with each transmission of speech from one generation to the next, 
subtle alterations in pronundation inevitably occur. Compensatory 
modifications in spelling, however, are made only at rare intervals, 
with the result that writing tends to become cluttered up with such 
terminological unrealities as cough for kof. uai^t for ncnot, 
knock for noky and bough for iow. In effect, failing periodic ad¬ 
justment, alphabetic writing gradually reverts to ideograpby, in 
that its words eventually cease to be phonedc elements, and so 
require to be learned one by one, 

ni 

It has been said that a language grows and develops. It must 
be added that, in common with other living things, it is also apt 
to wither and die. Thereafter, as drcumstances dictate, the 
memory of it may be preserved [cf. Greek and Latin), or all 
recollection of it may be forgotten. But even ao, a vanished lan¬ 
guage is not necessarily lost beyond recall, if it happened that 
during its lifetime, in addition to being spoken, it was also com' 
mined to writing. For the probability is that at least some of 
these records will have survived, and that if they are not already 
known and available for study, they will sooner or later be brought 
to light, and so claim the attention of scholars and savants. 

Just as different languages share the same writing (#.g., English, 
French, German, and Italian, amoi^ others), so the same speech 
can be expressed in more than one script, and Turkish, which 
now makes use of the Latin alphabet, in accordance with a decree 
issued by Musiapha Kemal in 1928, was formerly written in 
Arabic characters, Hence, four possibilities fece the would-be 
reader of a specimen of ancient writing, arising from the fact that 
either it or the language it expresses may be known or unknown. 
The prospect of decipherment, as it applies to each of these 
situarions, is as follows: 
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Languc^e 

Known 

Known 

Unknown 

Unknown 


Writaig 

Known 

Unknown 

Known 

Unknown 


Deciphemeni 
No problom 
Relatively easy 
Difficult 
Impossible 


If examination reveals that both the writing and the language 
aie ^miliar, there is, of course, no difficulty. In cases where the 
language, but not the writing, is known, the decipherer will make 
use of the cryptographic technique of simple substitution. But 
he must first establish the Identity of the known language that is 
concerned, and determine the nature and direction of the un- 
^miliar script As to this, assuming the available material is suffi- 
dently representative for a reliable estimation to be made, the 
number of different characters which the writing displays will 
give an indication of its nature, eg., if it Is alphabetic, the number 
will be small, Zt may, however, proceed horizontally in either 
direction, or ploughwisc in both directions; it may rtm from top 
to bottom, in vertical columns which progress to the left or to 
the right; it may follow a curved path (as on the Phaistos Disc), 
or form some pattern or other, not necessarily in any particular 
order at all, Nothing, indeed, can be taken for granted. The early 
investigators of cuneiform writing were at first misled by a series 
of window insaiptions, which were observed to tun up one side 
of the openings, across the top, and down the other aide. Because 
it was not appreciated that the wording was intended to be read 
like the legend on a coin (and that, in consequence, two-thirds 
of the characters appeared to be lying on their sides), it was 
wrongly assumed that the signs could free in any direction. Much 
confusion resulted from this fundamental enor, which among 
other things added greatly to the supposed number of signs. On 
the other hand, it may happen that the enquicy will be greatly 
assisted by a prior knowledge of what the unreadable writing has 
to say, if, for example, some war of conquest necessitated the 
issuing of an official proclamation in more than one form, s.e., 
in the guise of a multi-lingual document such as the Rosetta 
Stone, one of the several versions of which could be read and 
understood without difficult. 

To assist proof of the concealment of a known language by an 
unknown script, consideration will need to be given to the land 
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of origin of the writing: this may, or may not, be that of the 
country in which it was discovered. The next step will be to 
assign a date to the £nd, use beir^ made of any available archaeo¬ 
logical evidence, in conjunction with such clues as may be pro¬ 
vided by the writing itself—its nature, its style, and the kind of 
material upon which it is recorded. Thereafter, in the light of 
the known history of the region concerned, it should be possible 
to name the probable authors, and so identify the language 
used. 

The mode of attack is now two-fold, both the so-called ana¬ 
lytical and probable-word methods being employed. Of these, the 
former calls for an exhaustive analysis of ^ unknown writing 
(signs, words, contexts) and the experimental substitution of pho¬ 
netic values, followed by a check, if possible with new material. 
In the process, certain recognisable features of the known lan¬ 
guage may be expected to reveal themselves. Thus, if the language 
happened to be Ei^lish, and the writing alphabetic, the letter 
which occurred most often would almost certainly be e, the next 
in order of frequency being i, a, o, *$, i, r, s . . . Furthermore, all 
sii^le letters would be either a, i, or o, and any two-letter words 
confined to a short list which included as, at, be, by, he, if, and t«, 
doubles might be expected to be ee, ff, U, oo, or ss, while in any 
three-letter construction of the type aeyx, x must be a vowel i£ 
y is a consonant, and vice versa, as in the case of the words aga 
and gag. In all languages, word patterns also tend to form stable 
and recurring groups. Thus ant, in assodation with hiU and bear, 
is encountered in English as ant-hill and ant-bear, but never as 
hiU-ani or bear-ant. The construction of sentences is likewise 
governed by established procedure, and though the three words 
of the phrase Rest in peace might conceivably assume the form 
In peace rest, they would not normally be found in arrangements 
such as Rest peace in. Peace rest in, or In rest peace. 

The usefulness of such characteristics as an dd to decipher¬ 
ment will be apparent, as will the incidence of proper names 
(vide infra). But if only a small amount of epigraphic material 
is available for study, the probable-word technique is likely to 
prove more effective. As Its name su^ests, this procedure relies 
for success upon an intelligent anticipation of probable words 
and phrases, having regard for the author or authors of the writ¬ 
ing, and for the motives which may have Inspired it. And often 
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enough, the circumstances will be such that the need for specula¬ 
tion is not very great Where a once-imposli^ tomb is concerned, 
it may be safely assumed that any accompanying inscription will 
contain the name of some royal personage or other, and proclaim 
his many Tirtuee and list his numerous triumphs. Hence the 
search would here be for such time-honoured titutarities as 
“Father of his people”, "Beloved of the gods”, “Defender of the 
^th”, “King of l^gs", and so on. Admittedly, the method is 
essentially one of trial and error, and success in its appUcatior) 
requires a certain amount of luck. But human vanity being what 
it is, that amount does not need to be unduly large. It would be 
a sorry epitaph, mdeed, which, in naming some all-powerful 
monar^, denied him a mention of his imposing array of tides, 
or ^ed to append an account of his many accomplishments, 
real or suppce^. And it would be a singularly incompetent 
philologist who did not take full advantage of the situation as 
he found It. 

The problem of dedphermenl where the writing is known, but 
the language is not, is a much more formidable atiair, as the con¬ 
tinued failure to gain a satisfactory understanding of Etruscan 
goes to show. In ^e absence of a suitable bilingual text, internal 
analytis, as ezemplihed by the so-called Combinatory method of 
G. Passeri, offers the only direct means of approach. Relying on 
clues as to the nature of the wording (e.g., votive, sepulchral, 
numerical), there is entailed a tabulating of inscriptions of a like 
character, and the extracting therefrom of all proper names. An 
attempt is then made to arrive at the nieaning of the remaining 
words by a careful study of their dispositions (frequent or infre¬ 
quent appearance; pre^^minandy initial or final; a tendency to 
be found in pairs), particular note being taken of the occurrence 
of suffixes, indicative of inffexions of cases (if nouns) or forms 
of conjugation (if verbs). Tentative meanings can then be assigned 
to selected words in all the passages In which they appear, in the 
hope that chance associations of the assumed interpretations will 
make sense. 

The adventitious nature of the procedure will be evident, and 
any hope of success is small unless there can be discovered a 
known langu^e with which its unknown counterpart can be com¬ 
pared. To this entymological end, the decipherer seeks to identify 
the unknown tongue with those of a particular racial group, on 
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the basis of verbal consonance; or, alternatively, the existence of 
consonance is first assumed, and a search for possible meanings 
made among languages containing words whi^ express sounds 
similar to those of the unknown form of speech. 

As for the situation in which neither lai^uage nor writing is 
known, so long as this remains the case, the difficulties cannot 
be regarded as other than insuperable. Nothing, after all, can be 
made out of nothing. But as recent progress with two examples 
long considered to be in the insoluble category—Cretan Linear B 
and Hittlte hieroglyphic—has shown, once even some slight point 
of contact can be established, unravelment may well be rapid. 

Irrespective of whether it is the language or the writing which 
is unfamiliar, not only the amount of material available for exami' 
nation is important, but also its age and reliability. Apart from the 
bearing which the state of preservation may have on legibility, 
the age of specimens is of concern because, where a literature has 
been in the course of development fox many centuries, early 
examples of it may bear little resemblance to subsequent versions, 
and the decipherer is likely to find that he faces not one problem, 
but several. As for the question of accuracy, the possibility of 
the existence of errors in the original material, or of their intro> 
duction into copies of it, must always be kept in mind. 

As is now realised, the lengthy inscription on the ^mous Rock 
of Behlstun, In Persia, contains not a few and, as it 

cannot readily be studied in situ owing to its inaccessible position, 
there is always the chance that, to the errors of the engraver, those 
of a copyist have been added. This problem also applies to writ¬ 
ings on the clay tablets and papyrtis rolls wluch have been col- 
lected in their thousands from sites in Babylonia, Bgypt, and 
elsewhere. For even when the actual documents are available for 
study, there is often no certainty that the version before the 
stud^t is an original text; it may well be a copy of a copy, to 
an unknown degree. In such circumstaoces, the possibilities of 
corruption are considerable. If the copyist of an original text 
makes a mistake once in 100 tiroes, and a second copyist goes 
wrong twice in too times, the relative correctness of the three 
sets i writing will be 100, 99, and 98, assuming that none of the 
errors have cancelled themsdves out. But if the second copyist 
had used the defective product of the first, his percentage would 
be only 97*03. 
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Finally, a reference must here be nade to the vexed question 
of transliteratioo- Even when scholars are able to understand a 
longoforgotten language, and to write it with fluency and ease, 
it by no means follows that they are able to speak it. Nor is the 
difficulty merely that there are sounds in every language for 
which iit phonetic elements of some other tongue are bound to 
be inadequate. Rather is it likely to be the case that it simply is 
not known how the ancients pronounced many of their words. 
This is certainly true of the Egyptians who, in their writing, as 
already noted, anticipated the early Semitic habit of omitting 
vowels. Thus a word such as pet would appear as pty the speaker 
supplying the missing vocalisation. But to the often baffled scholar 
of to-day, pt might equally well stand ioipat^pity pot, or^, or for 
any ocher permissible combination of vowels and the consonants 
p and t. 

Several thousand years hence, when pbonetxcists of the biture 
are busily engaged in making a study of 20th-century speech 
sounds, icy should encounter no such difficulty—thanks to the 
advent of the magnetic tape recorder. But whether they will be 
able to comprehend the verbal macaronics of the moment (“It’s 
the most^but what’s with the square?”) is, of course, another 
matter. 



CHAPTER !E 


THE EGYPTIAN HIEROGLYPHS 

X 

There is evidence that the language of th« ancient Egyptians 
is related not only to Arabic, Hebrew, Babylonian, and other 
Semitic tongues, but that it id also akin to certain African speech 
forma, a possibility which lends colour to a tradition, loi^ held 
by the peoples of the Nile, that the home of some of their ances¬ 
tors was the mysterious Land of Punt, now identified, after much 
conjecture and disputation, as Somaliland. 

The spoken language appears to have been reduced to a read¬ 
able script, by way of the usual pictographioideographic route, 
long before the rival kingdoms of Upper and Lower Egypt were 
united under Menes, the first of the dynastic rulers. This federa¬ 
tive event nevertheless constitutes a notable philolcgical landmark, 
and an early attempt to determine the date of it (though not, of 
course, for linguistic reasons) was made by Herodotus when he 
visited Egypt about the middle of the 5th century B.c. On being 
informed by the priests that no less than 340 other kings had 
occupied the throne of that ancient land, the Greek historian, 
by a process of simple if somewhat misleading arithmedc (he 
allowed a period of too years for every three generations), reached 
the conclusion that the royal line extended back almost to 
12000 B.c. I 

More precise information on the point was subsequently pro¬ 
vided by Manetho, high priest of Sebennytos, who compiled a 
history of his native country at the command, it is sud, of Ptolemy 
II PhiJadelphus. Of this extensive work, no more than a few ex¬ 
tracts now remain, but a known feature of the undertaking was 
its arrangement of the Pharaohs (as they had come to be called) 
into thirty ro}^! houses or dynasties, beginning with that of Menes. 
More or less credible details of individual re^ lengths were ap¬ 
pended, and thus aided, modem enquiry has lowered the date of 
the start of the dynastic period very considerably. After making 
due allowance for the practice of co-regency. Flinders Petrie 


^0 LOST LANGCTAGSS 

ascribed the event to about 5000 B.c,, and still more recent re¬ 
search has indicated that in all probability even this is much too 
high a figure, and that 3000 B.c. would be nearer the mark— 
with which estimation results independently obtained by means 
of the new radio-carbon dating technique have shown themselves 
to be in close agreement. Thus the Virier Hemaka, a contemporary 
of King Udi of the ist dynasty, was dated 2B$o±2oo b.c. by 
this method. 

The dynastic period of Egyptian histoiy witnessed in turn the 
rise of the Old Kii^dom (an era terminated by a series of internal 
disorders at the close of the 6th dynasty) j the emergence of the 
Middle Kingdom (a restorative epoch, embradng the nth and 
i2th dynasties); and the appearance of the New Kingdom (which 
flourished throughout the iSth to 20th dynasties). There then 
began a flnal collapse, heralded by a succession of invasions from 
Libya, Nubia, Assyria, and Persia (22nd to 30th dynasties), 
which culminated in the bloodless conquest of Egypt by Alexander 
the Great in 332 B.c. 

For the whole of this period^—a matter of some 3,000 years— 
hieroglyphic writing was in use, at first for general, and later for 
spedi^d, purposes. But in the absence of any general system 
of education, few Egyptians can have understood *‘the god*s 
words”, nor was it ever intended otherwise. A knowledge of the 
hieroglyphs was reserved for the priests, who established their 
own schools for the tuition of initiates and the many scribes 
needed to undertake secretarial duties, including the producing 
of ecclesiastical works such as the so-called Book of the Dead. 

Associated with the hiercglyphic writing was a cursive script 
known to the Greeks as hieratic. This o^hoot, which also made 
its appearance in very early times, resulted from the use of reed 
pen and papyrus as an adjunct to chisel and stone. Thanks to 
the nature of the new writing materials, the angular shapes of 
the conventional characters tended to become increasingly rounded 
in appearance, until their original pictorial forms were no longer 
clearly recognisable. Moreover, the direction of the writing, ori¬ 
ginally vertical, subsequently became horisontal, progressing from 
right to left. Nor was this all. A much later development took 
place about the time of the 25tli (Ethiopian) dynasty, when there 
was evolved from the hieratic wridi^ a still more rapid and ab¬ 
breviated hand, termed demotic. Thus it came about that, during 
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the Greko-Roman period, three distinct styles of Egyptian writing 
were simultaaeously employed, each more or less restricted as to 
its use—the hieroglyphic for sacred inscriptions on the walls of 
monuments and temples; the hieratic for priestly purposes; and 
the demotic for the needs of daily life. Of these three forms, the 
role of the hieroglyphic (in which all the characters are pictures) 
has been likened to that of our printed word; the hieratic (in 
which only the salient features of the pictures are preserved) 
corresponds to ordinary handwriting; and the demotic (in which 
the characters have been so modified that they bear litde reseO' 
blance to the original hieroglyphs) may be regarded as the equi> 
valent of modern shorthand. 

With the death of Alexander at Bahylon in 323 B.c., his world 
conquests were divided among his generals, one of whom, 
Ptolemy the son of Lagus, secured for himself the province of 
Egypt. Here, after governing as a satrap for nearly twenty years, 
he finally assumed the royal title, and so founded the 3tst or 
Macedonian dynasty which now bears his name. From the onset, 
hia authority lay in his troops, but prudence dictated that the 
age-old bond between church and state should be maintained, 
and he and his successors were careful to cultivate the ftiendship 
of the all-powerful priesthood. To this end, rich endowments (i 
corn and money were made to various temples, and others were 
restored or rebuilt; many new shrines and altars were founded; 
and enemies of the priests were suppressed. In these most favour¬ 
able circumstances, it is hardly surprising that the accredited 
representatives of the high gods enthusiastically endorsed the rule 
of the intruders, whom they proceeded to deify in accordance 
with time-honoured practice. And the new rulers, for their part, 
quickly responded by indulging In the iimaemorial Egyptian 
custom of brother-and-slster marriages (the pharaonic law of 
succession was through the female line), though this did not 
preclude them from acquiring other wives as wclL 

Evidence of the state of amity which existed between the tem¬ 
poral and spiritual leaders of the land is provided by a series of 
ofiiclal decrees, copies of some of wluch have been preserved. 
Thus in 238-237 b.c,, the divinity of Ptolemy III Euergetes i 
was proclaimed by the ecclesiastical authorities, who enumerated 
his many virtues, and accorded his queen and himself the tide 
Eugertai—Benefactor Gods. This extolment (the Decree of 
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Canopus) was inscribed on stone In Greek and Egyptian, tbe 
latter appearing In both demode and hieroglyphic form, t.#., 
there were three versions in all. It was a copy of a similar tri¬ 
partite proclamation, issued in 196 b.c. on the occasion of the 
coronation of Ptolemy V Bpiphsoes, then a child of thirteen, 
which accidentally came to light some 2,000 years later in the 
vicinity of the Rosetta (western) mouth of the Nile, and so made 
possible the dedpherment of the hieroglyphs. A second, and no 
less vital, clue was provided by a priestly expression of apprecia¬ 
tion of an action by Ptolemy VII Euergetes II, as will in due 
course be recounted. 

During the reign of a 26th'dynasty Pharaoh (Amasls II, 569- 
525 B.C.) the Greek tongue was brought to Egypt by groups of 
adventurous merchants and artisans, who had been encouraged 
to cross the Mediterranean and establish trading posts at Nau- 
cratis and elsewhere in the Delta region. And with the advent of 
the Ptolemies two centuries or $0 later, Greek became the lan¬ 
guage of the court, whereafter it was inevitable that it should 
begin to assume an eve>increasmg importance among the Egyp¬ 
tians themselves. Evidence of this Is provided by the priestiy 
decrees aforementioned, in that these bilingual inscriptions were 
first drafted in Greek—an order of events which is revealed by 
the fact that although the demotic accounts follow the Greek text 
closely enough, there are not a few misleading improvisations in 
the hieroglyphic versions. Ultimately, steps were taken to express 
Egyptian speech in Greek characters, and when it was ^nd 
that these did not fully meet the needs of the native language, 
seven additional ^rmbols were taken fi’Otn the demotic and hiera¬ 
tic scripts. A composite alphabet, consisting of thirty-one letters, 
thus came into general use. 

The rising power of Rome, meanwhile, had begun to cast a 
shadow over the Ptolemaic domain, though it was not until 58 
B.c. that an opportunity for active interference in the affairs of 
Egypt occurred. In that year, finding himself deposed by a popu¬ 
lace grown weary of his many excesses, Ptolemy XI Auletes ap¬ 
pealed to Rome for help, and in return for the payment of a 
staggering bribe (which nearly beggared his luckless subjects), 
Aulus Gabinus, the Roman pro-consul of Syria, was instructed 
to assist him. The reinstated monarch died seven years later, 
naming as joint heirs to the kingdom his children Cleopatra VII 





5. Egyptian hieroglyphs, showing horiaontal and vertical columns 
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and Ptolemy XII. But the two quarrelled, and the brother ex¬ 
pelled his sister, whereupon Rome again Intervened, this time In 
the person of Julius Caesar. After the death of Ptolemy XII 
in the fighting which ensued, Caesar not only restored Cleopatra 
to the throne, but he presented her with an offspring (Caesarion) 
as a slight token of his esteem, and then obligingly found her a 
husband. The son she appears to have cherished, but the husband 
«—a 5^unger brother, Ptolen^ XIII—she promptly murdered on 
learning of Caesar’s own assassination. Thereafter, foiled in an 
attempt to further her cause by the spell she cast over Mark 
Antony, and foiling to captivate by her charms the unresponsive 
Octavian, she died by her own hand in 30 B.C., and Egypt became 
a province of Rome, 

In the years which followed, the Caesars also set themselvea 
up as Pharaohs, and caused accounts of their acdvities to be 
recorded in the mysterious hieroglyphs. But by this time, the 
number of those who could understand the anaent writii^ had 
begun to decline, and it is s!gni£cant that in his account of a 
visit paid by Germanicus Caesar to Thebes, Tacitus records that 
it was an aged priest who was called upon to read to the royal 
visitor from the monuments: the younger brethren were no doubt 
more at home with Greek. What led to a final abandonment of 
the traditional mode of writing, however, was the coming of 
Christianl^. As to this, little is known about the conversion 
of Egypt, apart from a highly improbable story which tells of a 
visit supposedly paid by St. Mark to Alexandria in the second 
half of the ist century A,D. But that the substitute faith con¬ 
tinued to gain adherents is shown by the fact that towards the 
end of the 4th century, the Christians found themselves suffi¬ 
ciently powerful to enforce the closlr^ of the andent temples, 
and with them the schools for scribes. The Egyptian language, 
meanwhile, expressed by the 31 characters of the expanded Greek 
alphabet, continued to be employed in this, its Coptic form— 
so-called because of its use by the Christianised ^yptians, or 
Copts. Even after the Arab conquest of Egypt (639-64^), the 
followers of Yahweh contrived to live side by side with chose of 
Allah under the Omayyad Caliphate, despite the special tax which 
was levied on Christians and other infidels. Subsequently, in the 
face of more oppressive measures, many Copts found it expedientto 
embrace the Islamic faith. Astubbom minority, however, continued 
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to rttist, aod a million or more of their descendants reside in 
Egypt to this day. But their speech is no loiter Egyptian, for 
by Ae end of the i6th century, Coptic, as a spoken language, 
lud been supplanted by Arabic. As for the ancient saipts, these 
did not long survive dosing of the temple schools, and the 
latest example of hieroglyphic writing, found at Philae, is dated 
A.D. 394- Not long thereafter, it may be surmised, the last sur¬ 
viving exponent of the art was in his grave. 

n 

In all, knowledge of the Egyptian hieroglyphs was lost for 
some 1,400 years (a.d. 400-1800), though their study in modem 
times may be said to date from the publication of G. V. P. 
Bolaani's otherwise Inconsequential Hieroglypkica (Basle, i 5 sO* 
Sundry attempts at deopherment were made by Mercati and 
others in the following century, but for 200 years these and 
subsequent investigators were led astray by the o^cn cooHicting 
accounts of the early Greek and native writers on the subject, 
few of w hom seem to have any real understanding of the 
picture writing. Whereas some authors were content merely to 
repeat such information as was ^ven to them, often through an 
interpreter, others appear to have placed considerable reliance 
upon their own uoaginations, and the result, in sum, was an 
admixture of not very enlightening fact and profoundly mislead- 
ing fiction. And an added difficulty which confronted the modern 
enquirer was the problem of deciding which was which. 

Inasmuch as tlU hieroglyphs, in the later stages of Egyptian 
lustory, were employed almost exclusively for religious purposes, 
Herodotus and Diodorus were to this extent juscffied in describ¬ 
ing them as “sacred letters", as opposed to the “popular letters” of 
the demotic script, which in later times served business and other 
everyday needs. It is improbable, however, that cither of these 
lustorians realised that the two forms of writing, superficially so 
different, were essentially the same. More knowledgeable in this 
respect, perhaps, was Chseremon of Naucratis (tat century a.d.), 
an officii of tiw great Library of Alexandria. He wrote a treatise 
on the hieroglyphs, of which work, however, only a few extracts 
survived. Hardly more helpful to would-be decipherers was 
Plutarch’s On Isis md Osiris, in which the author emphasised the 
mysterious nature of the pictorial script, and likened it to the 
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maxii^ of the Pythagoreans. But a more useful due (if it could 
be relied upon) was provided by Josephus, who implied that 
hiseoncal accounts were to be found among the inscriptions on 
the monuments, and who, moreover, declared that the celebrated 
annals « Manetho had been compiled with their aid. The Greek 
thwiogian aement of Alexandria, on the other hand, in matini? 
^erence in ^ Stromateis to the existence of three kinds of 
Egyptian writing—epistologiaphic (demotic), hieratic, and hiero¬ 
glyphic—was another who described the last-named as “sacred 
carved letters”, and inferred that they were of a purely symbolic 
character. More confusion still was spread by the outpourings 
of a cer^ Horapollo, a native of Phaenebytlds, in the nome of 
Panopoiis, renowned in its day as a centre of literary activity 
Horapollo is the reputed author of a mulii-volumc work entitled 
Hieroglyphika, tvro books of which, purporting to have been trans¬ 
lated by one Philippus, are extant This Greek version, now 
ascnbed by some authorities to as late as the 15th century con¬ 
tains lists of sign pictures and their meanings, complete' with 
examples of their use, a compilation which in the light of present- 
day knowledge appears to combine possible erudition with un- 
dcnhxtd charlatanry, As to this, it has been suggested that the 
information was provided for use by manufacturers of amulets 
and other charms, which would at any rate help to explain how 
it happens that Horapollo (or Philippus) gives die correct mean- 
mgs of many of the hieroglyphs, in conjunction with nonsensical 
inteipretations in regard thereto—e.^., that a goose stands for 
“son”, because of that animal^s great concern for its young; 
that a hare means “open”, because the eyes of the hare never 
close; and so on. 

Naive inanities of this sort had a seemingly irresistible appeal 
to the medieval mind, and Galmichius and his translator D’Assigny 
made extensive use of them in The Poetk Histories (London, 
1673), under the heading A Short Collection of the Famous Mys¬ 
teries of the Egyptians named Hierogiypiidchs^ an account inter¬ 
spersed with tales of such kindred marvels as the River Sabbatiua, 
m Syria, so named because, although for six days of the week it 
flowed seawards in noimal foshion, on the seventh day its waters 
regularly came reverently to a halt; and of another remarkable 
torrent known as the Virgin's Stream, notable for the fact that 
it was reputed to have “a pleasant and an excellent virtue upon 
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Maids, whose unhappiness it was to forget themselves, and lose 
thdf virginity”. Merely by bathing in this aalubriotis Virgo Aqua^ 
it was claimed, the deflowered would forthwith “recover again 
the stolen jewel, and become as perfect virgins as before’*. Such 
were some of ^ charming Irrelevandea which a lych-century 
student of the Egyptian hieroglyphs was likely to encounter in 
the course of his enquiries. 

From the beginning of the 18th century, however, there was 
a growing demand for a sight of the actual writings of the monu¬ 
ments, and P. Lucas, R. Pococke, C. Niebuhr, and other venture- 
some travellers of the period copied and published examples of 
many of the inscriptions they chanced to find. Among these visi¬ 
tors to Egypt was F. L. Norden, who made an attempt to date 
the introduction of hieroglyphic writing by reference to the pyra¬ 
mids. He reasoned (wrongly, as it has rince transpired) that be¬ 
cause the Egyptians invariably covered their buildings with these 
symbols, the pyramids, which were seemingly devoid of inscrip¬ 
tions of any kind, must have been constructed before the pictorial 
script was invented. In fact, the Great Pyramid (of Kheuf) belongs 
to the 4th dynasty, whereas the hieroglyphs antedate Menes. 
Moreover, as the subsequent discovery of what are known as 
the Pyramid Texts has demonstrated, the stonework of some of 
these structures was not quite as blank as Norden supposed. 

In 1636, meanwhile, the Jesuit Athanasius Kircher, among other 
of his atuinments a professor of mathematics, had published a 
woric on Coptic, a study of which bad convinced him that it pre¬ 
served, in alphabetic guise, the lai^uage of the ancient Egyptians. 
This was a realisation of prime importance, but when he then 
essayed to utilise Coptic (which he termed Lingua £gyptiaca 
RestituUi) to fathom the meaning of the hieroglyphic writing, his 
results were as worthless as they were ludicrous. Obsessed by a 
belief in the supposedly sacred nature of the monumental inscrip¬ 
tions, he rendtted the seven signs of the Greek title Avtocrator, 
associated with the name of Domitian on the Pamphilian Obelisk, 
as *"The author of fruitfulness and of all vegetation is Osiris, 
whose productive force was produced in his kingdom out of 
heaven through the holy Mophla”. But in other fields, Kircher 
was an eminent and highly respected man of learning, and if 
the ^surdity of his hieroglyphic elucidations was not apparent 
to his admiring contemporaries, it was because the depth of his 
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ignorance was more than matched by that of thetr own. At al^ 
events, from 1650 onwards, he published several volumes of this 
imaginative nonsense, and thereby earned for himself the reputa¬ 
tion of being an Egyptologist of outstanding merit, an illusion 
which persisted long a^r his death in t68o. 

l£ nothing el^, Kircher’s misinterpretations at least helped to 
bring ^ question of hieroglyphic decipherment to the notice of 
the scientific world, and throughout the rSth century a succes¬ 
sion of savants and scholars—A. Gordon, N. Freret, P. A. L 
D’Origny, J. D. Marsham, C. de Gebelin, J. H. Schumacher, 
J. G. Koch, T. Ch. Tychsen, and P. E, Jablonski among them— 
grappled with the problem, and hopefully published the results 
of their labours, which almost without exception were as unin¬ 
spired as they were in vain. And ironically enough, It was a pre- 
diliction for the inherited misconceptions of the past which blinded 
these investigators to the worth of a comparatively accurate trans¬ 
lation of the hieroglyphic writing on the so-called Flamiman 
Obelisk, an authoritative interpreutlon which was dismissed as 
undeserving of serious consideration I 

The inscribed shaft, nearly 80 feet high, and weighing aome 
230 tons, had originally been set up by Seti I (c. 1300 B.c.) at 
Heliopolis. Octavian (aHm Augustus) caused it to be transported 
to Rome, where in 10 B.c. it was erected in the Circus Maximus 
in commemoration of the conquest of Egypt When in the course 
of time it fell down, it lay hidden beneath the debris from sur¬ 
rounding ruins until it was rediscovered and set up again on the 
orders of Pope Sixtus V (Felice Peretti) towards the end of the 
16th century. In the meantime, the wording it bore had long ago 
been translated by an Egyptian priest named Hennapion, a ren¬ 
dering which was preserved for an incredulous posterity by the 
4th-century historian Ammianus Marcellinus, who quoted it in 
its entirety. But whereas according to Hermapion the branch and 
the bee symbol meant *‘king” (n-nn-Wl, “he who belongs to the 
sedge and the bee”, U., ruler of Upper and Lower ^ypt), 
Kircher translated it as “flytrap" I 
The prevailing darkness, however, was not without an occa¬ 
sional flash of enlightenment. The Orientalist de Guignes, though 
he subscribed to the notion that the Chinese were Egyptian 
colonists, also expressed the opinion that some of the hieroglyphic 
symbols were determinatives, akin to the Chinese keys or radicals. 
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And the redoubtable Bishop William Warburton, in his Divine 
Legation of Moses (London, i 737 - 40 » deinonstrated by actual 
qgotatioas from a number of the early writers that, contrary to 
the contentions of Kircher and his school, the hieroglyphs had 
not always served an exclusively religious purpose. But the sug¬ 
gestion which was to prove of derisive value concerned the oval 
rings, or cartouches, which were frequently to be seen in the 
inscriptions. 

As is now known, these rings are representative of a loop 
formed by a double thickness of rope, iht ends of which are 
tied in such a manner that they appear as a straight line. The 
area thus enclosed, originally circular, In time assumed an oval 
shape, a gradual process of elongation doubtless brought about 
by an increase in the number of the hieroglyphic symbols which 
it was called upon to accommodate. Sigmticantly, the word which 
the Egyptians tised to describe the cartouche was derived from 
the verb ‘'to encircle”, and it has been suggested that the device 
was introduced in order that the ruler might be depicted (in the 
terms of a familiar pharaonic phrase) as the undisputed monarch 
of all "that which is encircled by the sun". But however this may 
be, the cartouche was a notice^Ie feature of hieroglyphic writ¬ 
ing, and to at least some of the 18th-century scholars, it seemed 
reasonable to suppose that the oval enclosure was intended to 
draw attention to an insctlptional item of particular importance 
—an idea witich occurred in turn to J. J. Barth^lemy, de Guignes, 
and G. Zoega, who conjectured that the item in question might 
be some sacred formula, or a royal name. Events were in due 
course to confirm the soundness this reasoning, but not before 
the oracular Klrcher, on encoimtering the cartouche of the Pharaoh 
Apries, proclaimed to the world that its contents signified that 
"The b^efits of the divine Osiris are to be procured by means of 
sacred ceremonies and of the chain of the Genii, in order that 
the benefits of the Nile may be obtained". 

At the close of the 18th century, the prospect of achieving a 
genuine understanding of the hieroglyphs seemed as far off as 
ever. But at this juncture, Napoleon Bonaparte, persuaded of the 
impracticsbillty of a direct Invasion of England, struck at her 
Indian possessions by way of Egypt, which Turkish domain he 
reached and temporarily subdued in July, 1798. And in August 
of the following year, a group of French soldiers, ei^aged in 
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excavatory work at the named Fort Rashid (renamed St. Julien 
by the invaders) near the Rosetta mouth of the Nile, chanced to 
unearth a slab of black basalt, one face of which was covered 
by three panels of unfamiliar writing. Two of the inscriptiona 
proved to be unreadable. But the third version was written in 
Greek! 


m 

The slab measured some 3 feet 9 inches long x 2 feet 4} inches 
wide XII inches thick, and the importance of the find, notwith¬ 
standing its badly damaged condition, was at once realised. Of 
the three teats, fourteen lines of hieroglyphic writing were upper¬ 
most, though each line had lost its beginning and its end, and 
much appeared to be missing; the middle version, written in a 
script similar to that to be seen on various papyri, contained 
thirty-two lines, nearly half of them incomplete; and at the 
bottom were the Greek undals, twenty-six of the fifty-four lines 
of which were mutilated at the ends, 

Replicas of the inscription were despatched to Paris for the 
attention of European scholars, but before the Rosetta Stone it¬ 
self (as it came to be called) could be transported to France, 
Briti^ intervention in Egypt brought about the collapse of 
Napoleon's campaign, and ^e bilingual prize was secured for 
England. It arrived safely at Deptford in 1802, remained for a 
while at the address of the Society for Antiquaries, and was then 
trsnsfened to the British Museum (where it still lies) with the 
compliments of George III. 

The Greek account, which was translated forthwith, told of 
the endorsement of Ptolemy V Epiphanes by a gathering of priests 
at Memphis in r96 b.c. And it revealed that among other things, 
it had been decreed that copies of the proclamation were to be 
set up in all the temples of Egypt of the ist, 2nd, and 3rd class. 
That this very considerable undertaking was fully carried out 
may be doubted, but it is of interest to note that other transcripts 
have since been found—one of them, inscribed with thirty-one 
lines of hieroglyphic text, was discovered at Nubayrah, near 
Damanhur. in I^wer ^ypt, in the i88o’s. 

From the information imparted by the Greek version of the 
Rosetta Stone, a number of points seemed dear. In the first place, 
it was evident that the three texts were substantially the same, 
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and that the Greek version of the edict was repeated in the ‘*writ- 
ing of the speech of the god" and in the "writing of the books" 

_that is to say, in both hieroglyphic and demotic characters. 

And this being bo, the important het emerged, not only that the 
hieroglyphic writing continued to be used and understood in the 
days of the Ptolemies, but also that it could no longer be regarded 
as having served an exclusively religious purpose. 

Early attempts at dedpherment were nevertheless concentrated 
on the demotic text, the cursive signs of which were widely held 
to be alphabetic, and were In fact not unlike Arabic. An added 
advantage was the relative completeness of this portion of the 
inscription, and in 2802 the oriental scholar Sylvestre de Sacy, 
with ^e aid of the Greek account, succeeded in recognising several 
names, induding that of Ptolemy. But even when in possession 
of the groups of signs thus identified, he ^led to establish an 
alphabet, and finally declared the problem to be insoluble, re¬ 
portedly saying that it remained as "untouched as the Holy Ark 
of the Covenant". 

The bafBed de Sacy handed over to the Swedish diplomatist 
J. D. Akcrblad, who was at that time engaged in studying lan¬ 
guages in Paris. Akerblad, a of considerable attainments, 
carried on from the point at which his predecessor had left off. 
By making a judicious comparison of the two texts, he contrived 
to identify in the demotic version every one of the proper names 
which occurred in the Greek section, together with a few other 
words, all of which proved to be alphabetically written. This 
initial success convinced him of the correctness of the assumption 
that the demotic writing was alphabetic throughout, an erroneotis 
conclusion wluch ensured that such progress as he had made 
promptly came to a stop. 

Thereafter, for more thaii a decade, serious endeavour was 
almost wholly replaced by the idle speculations of the theorists. 
Foremost among these was Count N. G. de Palin, who main- 
tdned that the act of translating the Psalms of David into Chinese 
could be relied upon to reproduce the contents of Egyptian 
papyri. As for the writing on the Rosetta Stone, he claimed that 
he had comprehended its meaning at a glance, and in making 
public the results of this lightening interpretation, assured his 
audience that the veiy rapidly of his method had "preserved 
him from the systematic errors that must arise from excessive 
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contemplation”. The Abbe Tandeau de St, Nicolai, on the other 
hand, was convinced that the hieroglyphs were merely a decora¬ 
tive device, and not a lyatem of writing at all, a belief not shared 
by an ingenious investigator from Dresden, who contrived to 
read the whole of the Creek te« into its fragmentary hieroglyphic 
counterpart. And in 1806, the otherwise reputable Orientalist 
Baron von Hammer-Purgstall took the timi» and trouble to prCH 
duce a translation of Ancient AlphabeU, a work containing a 
supposed explanation of the hieroglyphs which had been wrirten 
by an Arab charlatan calling himself Ahmed Bin Abuker Wahshih, 
while as late as 1S21, at a time when fact was at last beginning 
to outweigh fiction, it was solemnly announced that a reading of 
the inscription on the Pamphilian Obelisk had disclosed details 
of a victory of the pious over the wicked in the year 4000 B.C- 

The problem, meanwhile, had attracted the attention of no 
less a personage than the Cambridge scholar Dr. Thomas Young, 
already famous as the propounder of the undulatoiy theory of 
light. Young, who was bom at Milverton, Somerset, in 1773, is 
said to have become a fluent reader by the time he was two years 
old, and to have possessed a knowledge of a dozen foreign lan¬ 
guages, including Arabic, Bthiopic, Persian, and Turkish, before 
he attained the age of twenty. In 1798, he bad the good fortune 
to receive a handsome bequest from an uncle, a lega^ which 
made him financially independent, and he was thus left fiee to 
pursue his many and varied interests, which ranged (as his pub¬ 
lished papers show) from the habits of spiders and the atmosphere 
of the moon to epicycloidal curves, the theory of tides, diseases 
of the chest—and hieroglyphs. 

The Rosetta Stone and its associated problems were brought 
to his notice in 18x4, when his friend Sir W. E. EUuse Boughton 
sent him an Egyptian papyrus, written in cursive characters, which 
had been recovered from a Theban mumxny case. Thereafter, 
armed with a copy of the Decree of Memphis, and with Akerblad’s 
account of his efforts to dedpher it. Young went to Worthing and 
began to study the matter. His first move was to cut up his copy 
of the three versions of the Decree into pieces, and to paste ^e 
thirty-two lines of the demotic text on to sheets of paper. Then, 
having due regard for the fact that the Egyptian writing was 
known to read from right to left, he apportioned to each group 
of signs those Greek words which he considered to be their 
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equivalent. He also attempted to repeat the process with the hiero> 
glyphic section, but was greatly handicapped by the fact that it 
was incomplete» and that it was not known exactly how much of 
it was n^mg. 

Like de Sacy and Akerblad before him, Young was guided by . 

the existence of identical or slTT^ilar words In the Greek version, j 

e.g., the 4th and 17th lines contained the names Alexander and . 

Alexandria, and th^e appeared to be represented by two groups I 

of signs, which closely resembled one another, in the and and 1 

zoth lines of the demotic section. Again, the word ‘ *king’ ’ occurred I 

in Greek no less than thirty>seven tunes, and could be matched 
only by a group of demotic characters which were repeated about ; 

thi^ times. Similarly, there were eleven mentions of the name 
“Ptolemy’', and its Egyptian equivalent could hardly be other 
than a particular group of characters which occurred fourteen 
times, though in more than one form, thus (readii^ from right i 
to left): 

ii/n u/^ * > t 

2 ! 

From this, it was evident that in the demotic script, the car> [ 

touche, though not dispensed with in its entirety, was so abbre* j 

viated and amended that it was represented only by its ends: 

c 3 

Hieroglyphic Ocfflotic 

By providing himself with numerous points of subdivision, ^ 

whereby all the intermediate demotic sections arranged thezu' < 
selves in close proximity to the corresponding passages in Greek, 

Young was able to compile a Greek-demotic vocabulary contain- i 

ii^ eighty-six groups, most of them correct, and later in ZS14 | 

he ventured to read 2 complete translation of the middle text ^ 
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before the SocieQ' of Antiquaries. This effort, however, was based 
largely on guesswork, for its author could hardly have been aware 
that the demotic section contained passages for which there was 
no G«ek equivalent. Nor U it likely that he realised the Decree 
had originally been drafted in Greek, and that the Egyptian ver> 
aions were merely paraphrases, though the fact that ie proper 
names did not occur the same number of times in the Gre^ and 
demotic texts must have suggested that a literal translation was 
not concerned. As matters turned out, another thirty-six years 
were to pass before H. K. Bmgsch was ^le to demonstrate that 
he had mastered the true prindple of demotic interpretation, and 
it was not until t88o (by which time the hieroglyphics had been 
virtually deciphered) iat E. Revillout published his CmtoTnatkie 
dmotique, in. which the entire text was subjected to a word-by- 
word analysis, accompanied by its Greek rendering and its French 
equivalent- 

DuHng the next two years, meanwhile, Young gave increasing 
thought to the problem presented by the hier(^yph$, and the 
idea eventually occurred to him that in a country where such a 
pictorial script was in use, native scribes, if called upon to write 
the unfamiliar name of some foreign conqueror, would do so by 
resorting to the phonetic values of some of the characters, without 
regard to any ideographic meaning which might attach to them. 
In other words, if (as there seemed to be lirde doubt), the names 
of Egyptian kings were distinguished by the royal oval, and if 
the name "Ptolemy” could be Identified in its hieroglypluc form 
on the Rosetta Stone, it should then be possible to discover the 
phonetic values of the signs concerned. 

That the hieroglyphs might possess alphabetic values had ear¬ 
lier been conjectured by several scholars, but to Young must go 
the credit for being the first to show that, in respect of some of 
them, this appeared to be the case. As it happened, Roiemy’s 
name was the only one which was to be found in its entirety on 
the damaged upper part of the Stone, though at the time there 
was no way of knowing this. As Young himself afterwards ex¬ 
plained, he experienced considerable difficulty in identifying with 
th is name groups of hieroglyphs which not only varied in dif¬ 
ferent parts of the inscription, but which unexpectedly and most 
disconcertingly appeared in places where there was no corre¬ 
sponding name in Greek. 
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In the 6th line of the hieroglyphic text, the following sy^ols 
Appear in a cartouche (for the sake of convenience, in this and 
subsequent examples, die diiectioo of the writing has been re* 
versed so that it reads hom left to right): 



In the same line, however, and again in the x4th line, this same 
group of signs is repeated, but with additions: 



Now, as Young had alresdy noted, the name “Ptolemy” like¬ 
wise exhibits variations in the demotic text, and the Greek ver- 
sioa Indicated that the longer form of the name contained titles. 
He accordingly gave his attention to the shorter of the two car- 
touches, transcribing Its contents thus: 


0 ^ 



p T OLE MA 



1 05 


This equating of the Greek P T O LE M AIO S with its Egyp¬ 
tian equivalent was the Erst promising attempt to decipher any 
part of the hier<^lyphic Inscription. Young, however, was im- 
mindful of the Egyptian practice of omitting vowels, and this led 
him into error. He was mistaken in regarding the 3rd sign as 
inessential (during the later stages of the writing, it was in fact 
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used in a secondary capacity to denote the vowel 0), the 4th 
symbol should have been L, and the last simply S, making 

PTOLMIS, that is, PT 0 L(E)M(A)I( 0 )S. Even so. he 

was now able to recognise the name Ptolemy I Soter on the ceil¬ 
ing of a temple at Karnak, and correctly assumed that an accom- 
panj^ cartouche referred to the Pharaoh’s wife, Berenice. But 
in his interpretation of this r^ame, he was less fortunate. As luck 
would have it, the one symbol which was common to both names 
led him astray, and apart from misreading B as 61 R, the Identi¬ 
fication of the letter N was all that he achieved. Thus, out of a 
total of thirteen signs in the two cartouches, he manj^^ to read 
siz correctly, three partly so, and four wrongly. But he was, of 
course, unaware of this, and these initial errors, though not par¬ 
ticularly serious in themselves, inevitably gave rise to yet more 
mistakes when he attempted to apply his rudimentary alphabet 
to the contents of other cartouches, with the result tl^c he con¬ 
trived to read Arsinoe for Autocrator, and Euergetes for Caesar. 

Nevertheless, it was Young’s discoveries, as outlined in a special 
contribution to the 1839 edition of the EncyclopatHa Britmnka^ 
which pointed the way to the decipherment of the hieroglyphs. 
He not only confirmed that the cartouches contained royal names, 
and proved that these began at the oval’s rounded end, but he 
also showed the equivalence of the several forms of Egyptian 
script, established that the writing was to be read in the direc¬ 
tion in which the characters faced, and demonstrated the ail- 
Important fact of its quaai-alphabetical nature. He was aware, 
too, that numerab were expressed by strokes, that plurals were 
formed either by repeating the appropriate hieroglyph three times, 
or by writing three strokes after it, and that difierent characters 
could on occasion have the same sound (principle of homophony), 
while others (such as the two symbob used In bte texts as an 
indication of femininity) could be employed as determinatives. 

It was at thb point that Young gave up, contenting himself 
with the remark that a continued application of his methods would 
result in the dbcovery of the remainder of the alphabetic signs. 
But if he really believed this to be the case, it b difficult to under¬ 
stand why he did not continue hb inveatigatlGns, unless he sensed 
that he was no longer making any headway. At all events, the suc¬ 
cess which might well have been hb was soon to be achieved by 
another, and with it, world-wide acclaim. 
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Jean Francois ChampoUion, «\imajncd U Jeune in order to dis- 
him from bis elder brother, Jean Jacques, was born in 
1790 at Figeac, in the Department du Lot, and by the time he was 
twelve years old he had already evinced an unusual interest in 
oriental languages. At Grenoble, where he had been taken by 
his brother in 1801, he met the famous mathematician Jean 
Baptiste Fourier, who happened to have been one of the sdentific 
members of Napoleon's ill-feted Egyptian expedition. Fourier 
invited the bey to his home, and there showed him his collec¬ 
tion of Egyptian antiquities. The examples of ancient writing 
fascinated the visitor, and on learnii^ that the script could 
neither be read nor understood, ChampoUion is said to have 
made a youthful decision to dedicate his life to the task of its 
dedphermeot. 

To this end, he intensified his linguistic and historical studies, 
and eventually accompanied his brother to Paris, where, as a 
pupil of de Sacy, he became acquainted with the mscriptions on 
the Rosetta Stone. In. 1809, at the age of eighteen, he took up 
an appointment as professor of history at the Lyceum of Grenoble, 
only to find hims^ proscribed a few years later because of his 
Bonapartist sympathies. He left Grenoble, but was able to return 
there in 18x7, where he served as librarian at the local Academy 
of Sdences until, once again faced with a charge of treason, he 
fied to Paris and sought refuge with his brother. 

Throughout these troubled years, Champollion’s interest in 
Egypt and its mysterious writings never Bagged. But although he 
was aware that Barthdemy, Zoega, and others inclined to the 
belief that the ancient scripts were of an alphabetic nature, he 
himself was for long unable to accept this view. As late as i$2i, 
when he published his De Vecritiere Hieratique des Andens Bgyp^ 
tiem, though he showed that the hieratic writing was merely a 
modification of the hieroglyphic, he also dedared that in his con¬ 
sidered opinion, its characters were representative of things, not 
of sounds. Yet, in the folbwing year, not only did he completely 
abandon this portion, but he exhibited a table of phonetic signs 
to members ci the Academie des Imcriptions et BeUeS’Uiires, and 
read to them his now famous communication to the Academy*s 
Permanent Secretary, in which he announced the alphabetical 
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nature of the contentB of the cartouchea, and demonstrated his 
ability to decipher them! 

How did this voUe fact come about? What many critie regard 
as Champollion’s complete lack of candour on the subject of the 
help he derived from the labours of other investigators, in par¬ 
ticular those of Thoroas Young, makes this a difficult question 
to answer. Certainly he did his reputation great (and wholly un¬ 
necessary) harm by his disinclination to admit that be owed any¬ 
thing to anyone. But the obvious conclusion—that this sudden 
conversion to phonetidam was prompted by a belated sight of 
Young’s Encyclopaedia Britanmca contribution—is not necessarily 
the right answer, and Champollion himself was subsequently at 
pains to deny that his method was in any way mspired by the 
discoveries of his distinguished British contemporary. 

That the French scholar had long been familiar with the name 
Ptolemy, both in its demotic and hieroglyphic forma, there is not 
the slightest doubt, and it is conceivable that, despairing at Issc 
of finding a purely Ideographic solution, he eventually decided 
to proceed on the assumption that the symbols might, after all, 
be phonetic. However this may be, the solitary word “Ptolemy” 
was not enough: proof required the identifi^tlon of a second 
name, a name, moreover, which contained several of the signs 
found in Ptolemy, that a comparison might show whether or not 
similar characters had been used to express the same sounds. The 
hieroglyphic version of the Rosetta Stone offered no help here, 
but about this time (so hia biographer assures us) Champollion 
obtained a s^t of the papyrus Casati. Tlus document was 
written in demotic characters, and in transcribiog them into 
hieroglyphs, he encountered a name which he bad reason to 
believe m^ht be that of Cleopatra. The correctness of rkift assump¬ 
tion was soon to be confirmed by way of the Philae Obelisk. 

The story of this monument, appropriately enough, begins 
with the offspring of Ptolemy V Epiphanes—with the daughter 
and the two sons presented to him by his wife Cleopatra 1 . Two 
of these three succeeded to the throne as Ptolemy VI Philomaier 
and Cleopatra 11 , and this Qeopatra, when her husband was 
later killed in battle, replaced him by her other brother, Ptolemy 
VII Euergetes II, ali^ Phjscon (fat-bellied). Any regard the 
new monarch may have had for his deceased brother’s children 
was overshadowed by his concern over their possible effect on 
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the succession, s problem which he quickly solved by disposing 
of his young nephew, and by marrying his niece. Cleopatra II 
thus found herself in the unenviable position of being the wife 
of the murderer of her son and heir, and of having to share her 
husband with her own daughter (Oeopatra III). 

The combined reign began in 193 B.c., and it was to this 
tiiujnvirate—‘'King Ptolemy, Queen Cleopatra the Sister, and 
Queen Cleopatra the Wife, Gods Euergetai”--that the priests of 
the great temple of Isis, on the Island of Philae, had occasion 
to address a petition, requesting relief from the unwelcome attcn* 
tion of sn army of state odtciab and their followers who came in 
a never-ending procession to Philae, demanding food and lodging 
at the expense of the temple funds, now seriously depleted. The 
outcome was the issuing of a royal decree, bringing to the notice 
of those concerned that the annoyance must stop, and in order 
that the interdiction might be seen by all future visitors to the 
island, the grateful priests erected an obelisk (one of an unrelated 
pair) at the temple entrance, suit^ly inscribed in hieroglyphs 
and Greek. 

In 1815, some 2,000 years later, a fallen column and its base 
were found at Philae by W. J. Bankes, who had them sent to 
Ale^tandria, and from there shipped them to his home at Kingston 
Lscy, in Dorset, where the obelisk was re-erected, That the hiero¬ 
glyphic portion of the Inscription mentioned both Ptolemy and 
Cleopatra by name was inferred from the Greek version, an 
assumption which was confirmed in part when one of the car- 
touches was found to be almost identical with the and oval on 
the Rosetta Stone, already recognised as referring to Ptolemy. 
Bankes rightly concluded ^at a companion cartouche must make 
mention of Cleopatra, and copies of the inscription, on which 
the name of the queen was pencilled, were widely distributed for 
the benefit of interested scholars. Ironically enough, although 
Young was one of the first to receive a copy, he ^iled to make 
anything of it. As be later explained in his Accotmt of Sofw 
Recent Ditcoverus m Hieroglyphic Literature and Egyptian Antx- 
gutties including the A%tthor*s Original Alphabet as Extended hy 
Mr. ChampoUkm . . . (London, 1823), in the lithograph sent to 
him by Bankes, die artist had inadvertently expressed the first 
letter of the queen’s name with a T, instead of with a K, a cir¬ 
cumstance which, though trite enough In itself, was sufficient to 
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discour^ Young from pursuing the matter further. In the mean¬ 
time, a copy of this ali-important document had also been sent 
to J. A. Letronne, by whom, in January 1822, it was forwarded 
to ChampoUion.... 

The Greek forms of Ptolemy and Cleopatra have several letters 
in common, and the crucial test which. ChampoUion proceeded 
to apply was designed to show whether or not a corresponding 
duplication of signs was to be observed in the Egyptian version 
of the two names. It was necessary to make due ^owance for 
the omls^on of at least some of the vowels, inasmuch as the ten 
Greek letters of Ptolemaios were expressed by only seven hiero¬ 
glyphs, though the name Cleopatra, inconsistently enough, was 
represented by the same number of letters and signs, if the 
feminine su^ T and its accompanying egg symbol were ignored. 
A tentative comparison was accordingly made along the follow¬ 
ing lines: 



And as was at once apparent, three of the signs belonging to 
Ptolemy—ist, 3rd, and 4ih—were to be found In their correct 
places in Cleopatra—5th, 4th, and and respectively. Moreover, 
the first A of Cleopatra (6th sign) was duly repeated at the end 
of the name (9th sign), though, and rightly, neither thi^ sign nor 
those representing the letters K, E, and R appeared in Ptolemy. 
On the other hand, and no less correctly, the hieroglyphs for 
M, 1 , and S in Ptolemy had no place in Cleopatra. The only 
discordant note, indeed, was that Introduced by the letter T, 
which in Ptolemy (and s^) differed from that of Cleopatra (7th 
sign), a phenomenon which was with justificatiOQ regarded as 
a case of homophony. 


o 
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Champolliofi’s excitement at this discovery may be imagined. 
That the Greek names were phonetically expressed by the hiero¬ 
glyphs there was no longer any doubt. More, he now knew the 
v^ues of a dozen signs, with aid of which he would be able 
to ascert^ those of others, a task to which he at once applied 
himself. He began with the contents of the following cartouche: 



Of these nine s^, he already knew those numbered r, a, 4, 
5, 7, and $, which gave: 

123456789 
AL SE TR 

There was only one Greek name identifiable with this par¬ 
ticular airangement of letters—ALKSENTRS (Alexander)— 
so three more signs were added to his list. 

In a matter of weeks, ChampolUon in this way deciphered 
eighty odd cartouches, and succeeded in reading one after an¬ 
other the names of Greek and Roman rulers who bad controlled 
the destinies of Egypt since the days of Alexander the Great. 
He eluddaCed, too, the titles adopted by these monarchs, e.g., 
Autocrator and Caesar, and as these appellations tended to assume 
variant forms (Caesar was rendered in half a dozen difierent 
hieroglyphic spellings), they added greatly to his ever-growLi^ 
sign list, which soon passed the xoo mark. 

It was by tins time clear that the problem, so far as the car¬ 
touches of the OrekO'Roman period were concerned, had been 
solved. But what of the prc-Alexandrine Egyptian writing? Young 
had conjectured that the phonetic hieroglyphs were essentially a 
Greek innovation, and h was not until 14 September, 1822, that 
ChampoUion was able to put the matter to a decisive test. On 
that memorable day, he received by way of the architect Jean- 
Nicolas Huyot some impressions of bas'ieliefs discovered in an 
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ECTtian temple which unquestionably ante-dated the Greek 
period. Among this material were several cartouches, and one of 
them, containing signs with which be was familiar, attracted hia 
attention: 

The right-hand character, made up of two identical signs, he 
at once perceived to be a double form of the letter S of Ptolemy. 
The middle sign was unknown to him, but it was preceded by 
an emblem denoting the sun—in Coptic, Ra or Rt. The name 
thus appeared as RA?SS, a connotation which promptly brought 
to mind a femous figure in Egyptian history, mentioned in the 
work of Manetho, and also to be found in the Book of Exodus— 
Raineses, or Ramesses. Moreover, with the aid of the Rosetta 
inscription, Champollion was able to associate the unknown centre 
sign with the Greek word for birthday, and thereby to identify 
it with the Coptic “be bom*’ (mr) or "child” {ffuu), and so ob¬ 
tained a possible explanation of the meaning of the name Ramesses, 
which appeared to intimate that "Ra begets him", or that the mon¬ 
arch was a “child of Ra”. 

The probabili^ of the correctness of this rendering was 
strengthened by his reading of a second cartouche, containing 
the signs: 

Here, two characters encountered in the first cartouche, iden¬ 
tified as fWy were accompanied by the figure of an ibis, accord¬ 
ing to the Greeks the symbol of the god Thoth. Hence the name 
must read T H O T M S S, undoubtedly a reference to the i8th- 
dynasty Pharaoh Tutmosis, i.e., “Child of Thoth”, also men¬ 
tioned by Manetho- 

It was now clear to Champollion that the hicrcglyphs were 
neither exclusively phonetic, nor wholly symbolic, but a ccm- 
bination of the two. A fortnight later, however, when he read 
to the Academy his Leltre d M. DacUr relaUve d Valphabtt des 
htiroglyphes phimdtiques, he made no reference to this latest and 
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most importaot discovery. Instead, it was given to the world in 
Lie masterly Mcis du Systhne KUroglyphiq^ (Paris, 1824), 
wherein he anftoxmced that the mode of writing employed by the 
ajident Egyptians was a complex system which was ''figurative, 
symbolical^ and phonetic In ^e same text, in the same phrase, 
in the same word”. 

From 1824 until his untimely death eight years later, Cham* 
polllon laboured incessantly to improve bis understanding of the 
hicrc^lypha, first visiting Turin and other European cities to study 
collections of papyri there, and subsequently journeying to Egypt 
at the behest of the French Government. He spent two years in 
Egypt, copying inscriptions, and on bis return home began, but 
did not complete, the immense task of examining and arranging 
all the material he bad gathered. It was while in the middle of 
this work that he suddenly coUapsed and died, whereupon his 
brother took over, and in due course Grammme EgyptUnw 
(Faria, 1336*41) and Dictsonnairt Egyptkn (Paris, 1S43) post* 
humously appeared. 

The worth of ChampoUion's discoveries by no means gained 
undisputed recogiution during his short lifetime, or indeed until 
many years after his death. No sooner had he published his Pt 4 cU 
du Systhne Hidrcgfyphique than F. A. W. Spohn saw fit to pro¬ 
claim a belief in the notion that the hieroglyphs were sacred 
symbols, in which misconception he wss supported by G. Seyfarth, 
while J. Klaproth, at no time a friend of ChampolUon while he 
was alive, continued to attack his memory when he was in his 
grave. And as late as x 36 o, C. Simonides rejected as fanciful and 
absurd any suggestion that the hieroglyphs in the cartouches were 
phonetic, claiming instead that they represented the apophthegms 
of kings, in support of which contention he extracted fi'oro one 
royal oval a statement to the effect that *The power of truth is 
everlasting”. 

But if ChampoUion had rivals and detractors, he also had ad¬ 
vocates and fiiends. Moreover, his ideas had the great merit that, 
for the most part, they happened to be right, whereas those of 
his opponents, in the main, had the misfortune to be wrong, so 
that in time it was Inevitable that he and hla supporters should 
emerge triumphant. Following the appearance of H. RoselJim’s 
MoTttimfnti d'Egitto e diUa Nubia (Pisa, 183a), the eminent 
lUchard Lepsius undertook a detailed appraisal of the situation 
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as it th«n was. The outcome was the publication of his Lettre 
d M. U pToftssiur H. Roieliini (Rome, 1837), in which he sub¬ 
jected the work of Champollion to a penetrating analysis, and 
pronounced it basically sound. 

Evidence in support of this assessment was later provided by 
a party of German savants (and by a coincidence, Lepsius himself 
chanced to be one of them), who in 1866 unearthed in the vicinity 
of Tania a limestone slab, bilinguaUy inscribed—the Decree 
Canopus. The upper half of the face of the stele was inscribed with 
thirty-seven lines of hieroglyphs, and the lower with seventy- 
six lines of Greek uncials (a demotic version was relegated to the 
right-hand edge), and this additional material afforded valuable 
conffrmstion of much that had already been surmised about the 
language and writing of the ancient Egyptians. 

The Decree, as elsewhere noted, announced the conferring of 
certain honours on Ptolemy III Euergetes I by a grateful priest¬ 
hood. It also revealed that c. 250 B.c. the E^ptian year of 365 
days was showing signs of la gging behind the seasons, a defect 
which it was proposed to remedy by the addition of one day to 
every fourth year. Curiously enough, another stone, bearing a 
duplicate of this triple inscription, was found by G. Maspero 
fifteen years later. 

By this time, knowledge of the hieroglyphs had been placed 
on a much more scientific footing by the grammatical studies of 
Ludwig Stem and Adolf Erman, and a succession of other im¬ 
portant works followed, among them those of R. Sethe, W. 
Spiegelberg, Sir H. Thompson. H. Grapow. and S. de Buck. 

V 

In die course of more than 4,000 years, the Egyptian language 
inevitably underwent considerable change, and the various lin¬ 
guistic stages have been roughly classified as Old Egyptian, 
Middle Egyptian, Late Egyptian, Demotic, and Coptic. Of these. 
Old Egyptian almost imperceptibly me^ed into Middle Egyptian 
towards the end of the 9th dynasty, and Middle ^yptian, with 
slight modifications, continued to be used for literary purposes 
down to Greko-Roman limes. Late ^yptian, meanwhile, as typi¬ 
fied by the contents of business correspondence and private 
letters, established Itself as the vernacular of the i8tb-24th dyn¬ 
asties, wlule the term Demotic has been reserved for the language 
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used in documents written in the script of tliat name irom the 
25th dynasty onwards. Coptic> the Egyptian language in its final 
form, may be said to date from the 3Td century a.d. 

These developments are necesaarily reflected in Egyptian writ¬ 
ing, the classic age of which is thst of iVliddle Egyptian. The 
third and latest edition of Sir A. H. Gardiner’s monumental 
Egyptum Grammar (London, 1957), which concerns itself with 
this period, lists some 700 hieroglyphs and their meanings under 
more than a score of descriptive headings, ranging fri>m Parts 
of the Human Body (63 signs) and Man and His Occupations 
(55 signs) to Birds (54 signs), Parts of Mammals (52 signs) and 
Writing, Games, Music (8 signs). It is thus evident that although 
the ancient Egyptians professed to believe that the art of writing 
was bequeath^ to them by Thoth, the god of all learning, It was 
terrestrial, rather than ethereal, affairs which inspired the design 
of the hieroglyphs themselves. Most of the signs have now been 
identified, and what Thomas Young vaguely referred to as *‘a 
Square, a Semi-dide, a figure often called Feathers, and a ver¬ 
tical line not unlike a Crook" have since been recognised to be 
representations of a Stool, a Loaf, a Flowering Reed, and a 
Folded Cloth. 

The writing, which is invariably arranged with an eye for 
decorative effect, appears either in vertical columns or in hori- 
2ontal lines, and usually reads from right to left, though on occa¬ 
sion it may progress from left to right On coffins, for example, 
prayers for the deceased frequently appear as a band of hiero¬ 
glyphic writing which runs in two directions, beginning at the 
head of the casket and meeting at its foot, $0 that half of the 
invocation reads one way, and half another. Again, there is no 
separation of words, and unsightly gaps in inscriptions are stu¬ 
diously avoided by a placing of signs in two tiers (if the writing 
is borisontal) or alongside one another (in the of vertical 
columns) in order to utilise as much of the available space as 
possible. On the other hand, upper signs have precedence over 
lower, and those exhibiting fronts and backs almost invariably 
face towards the beginning of the writing of which they are a 
part, so that the way in which a particular inscription is intended 
to t>e read is seldom In doubt, even though the choice may be 
one of four possible arrangements (Fig. 2). 

As a rule, any given hieroglyph may be regarded as coming 
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under one or other of two main headings-^deograms and phones 
grams— each of which^ however, adnuts of various subdivisions. 
Primarily^ an Ideogram (word^sigo) indicates the object it depicts, 
f.e,, its word value is the name of that object. But in addition to 
this literal interpretadon, an ideogram may also be employed to 
signify some closely associated idea—a mtisical instrument, for 
example, could surest Joy or gladness. 

Phonograms (sound-signs) are ideograms which acquired a 
phonetic value when ft was found necessary to commit to writing 
words which it was impossible to draw. The process took advant¬ 
age of a morphological feature of the Egyptian language, which 
is characterised by the phenomenon of internal vowel variation, 
as in the English sang, sing, song, rung. In a system in which the 
consonants displayed relative stability, it was easy enough to sub¬ 
stitute for a verb like *‘heed” a noun such as “head”, a word 
which not only provided the essential consonantal framework'— 
M—but which was also amenable to pictoiial representation. As 
for the possibiiify of confusion, the context could be relied upon 
to assist the reader to some extent, and ambiguity was avoided 
by resort to an increasing number of additional signs. Thus one 
or more phonograms might be followed by a te rmin al ideogram 
a determinative) which indicated the general meaning of the 
preceding sign or signs. 

Phonograms are either uniconsonantal or multiconsonantal, 
otherwise desccibable as uniliteral, biliteral, and triliteral. Of the 
bllftersl signs (about seventy-five in all) some two-thirds were in 
common use. Less munerous, but of greater importance, were 
the uniconsonantal characters, originally twenty-four in number 
(in later times, the addition of several homophones increased the 
total CO about thirty) (Fig. 3), Vowels, apart from the presence of 
the weak consonants tv andy, were not represented, and two of the 
signs —alsph and cym—are without Er^lish equivalents. The 
aleph has been likened to the modem Arabic hamza, or glottal 
stop (the click produced by s quick compression of the upper part 
of the throat—a sound encountered in German) and is represented 
by the smooth breathing of the Greek, and the guttural ayin, 
which has no European equivalent, by the rough breathing. Other 
of the symbols express sounds which in English can be reproduced 
only by combinations of two or more letters—AA, sh, tsh, and it 
will be noted that there is more than one form of k and s. 
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With this collection of unicosisonantal signs at their disposal, 
the ancient Egyptians might easily have developed a purely 
alphabetic script. From the fact that m the course of some 3,500 
years they failed to do so, it has been surmised that just as innate 
conservatism (or extreme laziness) in our own time hinders the 
introduction of a rational system of English spelling, so in the 
days of the Pharaohs sheer force of habit may well have led to 
the retention of so unnecessarily cumbersome and complicated 
a mode of writing. However, in cartouches of the Greko-Roman 
period, a number of the signs—those of the Vulture, Flowering 
reed, For ea rm, and Quail—came to be used as vowels, a perver¬ 
sion which at first gave rise to a behef amoi^ modem scholars 
that this was th«r normal function. The principle that Egyptian 
writing represented the consonantal framework only was enun¬ 
ciated in 1857 by Brugsch, and the recognition of this fact added 
greatly to the difiiculties of students of the lai^uage, for although 
it was known that the word meant “good”, its correct pro- 
nundatioix, which obviously called for the introduction of vowels, 
remained a marter of conjecture. Some assistance in the matter 
has since been prodded by Coptic, the one form cf Egyptian in 
which the vowels were regularly written. But Coptic sufiers 
from the limitation that it represents a very late stage in the 
development of a language that is tboiisands of years old, and 
hence it is in many instances either a far from reliable guide, or 
no guide at all. .^ain, while this soiurce suggests that the word 
htp should be rendered hotep, the adjectival ^ aforementioned 
ia variously encountered in die fdnns nafr«, nofra^, nofrey and 
nofri. 

Much ingenuity has also been exercised by scholars in ascer¬ 
taining the probable pronunciation of Egyptian words from refer¬ 
ences, all too few in number, found in Babylonian cuneiform, 
one of the few Semitic scripts In which vocalisations were fully 
indicated. Help has also been obtained from other outside sources, 
notably Greek and Assyrian transcriptions of Egyptian words, 
though here again these are not nuroerous, and are mainly con¬ 
fined to proper names. From the fact that the Greeks transliterated 
Men-kau-Re as Mykerui(o$), it has been Inferred that they heard 
the ayin as a nasalised sound. 

The problem of determining the position, quantity, and quality 
of the original vowels in Egyptian words is still far from having 
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been satisfactorily solved, and in the interests of accuracy, mean¬ 
while, it is the njodern practice to render the consonants only, 
so that a phrase such as “the place where it is” appears in the 
unpronounceable form bw nty si im. But since occasions are 
bound to arise when students of the langu^ find it necessary 
to refer orally to these skeletal renderings, some method of pro- 
nundation has had to be agreed upon, and the usual procedure 
is to resort to a liberal use of the English e, the only exception 
to this rule being the replacement of e by the French a where 
the letters aUpk and ayin occur. Needless to add, no one sup¬ 
poses that the result of this compromise is anything but a cari¬ 
cature of the ancient Egyptian tongue, but, the clicumstances 
being as they are, it Is the best that can be done. 

VI 

In the days of the later Roman Emperors, Egypt was looked 
upon as the source of all the arts and sciences, and it was widely 
held that the mysterious hieroglyphs, everywhere in evidence 
upon the walls of monuments and temples, gave a summary of 
all the knowledge that had been acquired in that ancient land 
since time began. But it was also believed that this accumulated 
wisdom had been so carefully and so successfully concealed by 
the priests that its loss must be regarded as irretrievable. 

In the event, although the hieroglyphic inscriptions kept their 
secrets for hundreds of years, their contents were at last revealed, 
and it then transpired (as might have been expected in so priest- 
ridden a land) that religious subjects predominated. An early 
example, known as the Pyramid Texts, belongs to the Old King¬ 
dom, and consists of more than 7,000 Unes of hieroglyphs incised 
on the interior walls of pyrami^^ belonging to five kings of the 
5th and 6th dynasties. The Texts, which came to light when 
P. A. F. Mariette and Maspero discovered the tombs buried in 
the sand, proved to be incantations designed to ensure that each 
of the departed monaichs achieved his rightful place in the sky, 
and enjoyed all the other royal prerogatives which were due to 
him post-mortem. 

Another group of spells (i2th dynasty), composed on behalf 
of the nobility and lesser personages, to which the name Coffin 
Texts has been given, were retrieved from the receptacles after 
which they were named, and these utterances likewise conrist of 
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inagical incantations aimed at protecting the nether-world traveller 
from the anticipated dangers of his e»ia'terrestrial environment. 
Yet a third collection, misleadingly termed the Book of the Dead, 
belongs to iSth-dynasty times, and this» too, provides explicit 
instructions on bow to endure the life-everlasting with a minimum 
of discomfort and inconvenience. 

But notwithstanding the priestly preoccupation with the here¬ 
after, less gh ostly matters also claimed the attention of the scribes, 
particularly during and after Middle Kingdom times, when there 
was begun the practice of erectii^ official monuments, often in¬ 
scribed in the most self-laudatory terms. A classic example is 
provided by the interminable accounts of Rameses II concern¬ 
ing the part he played in the Battle of Kadesh, in which Egyptian 
fought Hittite in an attempt to decide the future of Syria, ac¬ 
counts which, though historically of great value, are nevertheless 
not to be taken too literally (although the outcome of the battle 
was inconclusive, each side, in the Immemorial manner, claimed 
to have infficted a crushing defeat upon the other). 

Some Items of scientffic interest have also been found, among 
them medical and mathematical treatises. There is a I2th-dynasty 
document of gynaecological import, and a later manuscript (the 
Bbers papyrus) gives a description of the action of the heart, ex¬ 
plains various medical terms, and outlines the treatment appro¬ 
priate to an impressive list of ailments. Of the mathematical 
works, copies of the two most important of these are now lodged 
in London and Moscow. Their concern is not to expound mathe¬ 
matical theory, but to show by example, and among other attain- 
dents, it is evident that it was known how to obtain the area of 
a triangle, while that of a drcle was approximated by squaring 
eight-ninths of the diameter. From these and other sources of 
information, it is dear that a decimal notation was tjsed, in which 
one stroke indicated i, two strokes indicated 2, and so on up 
to 9. Ten was represented by an inverted U, twenty by two such 
signs, again up to nine times. Similarly, there were individual signs 
for 100, r,oco, 10,000, 100,000, 1,000,000, and even 100,000,000. 
But the system, though effective enough, was extremely cumber¬ 
some (no less than twenty-seven signs were needed to write 9991)> 
and while addition and subtraction could be undertaken readily 
enough, multiplication offered real difficulties. It was contrived 
by means of a two times table and nothing more, so that the 
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calculation wa$ in effect a continuous doubling operation* the 
multiplicand b^g added at the end if the multipUer happened 
to be an odd number. 

General literature takes the form of short stories, fables, ad¬ 
monitions, secular poetcy, and hymns. Understandably enough, 
not very much has eurwcd from the Old Kingdom. There is 
a book of Proverbs which, though known only from later copies, 
goes back to 5th-dynas^ times, and has been ascribed to o ne 
Ptahhopte, a governor of the town of Memphis, who lived dur¬ 
ing the reign of Dadkere Isesi (Assa), c. 2650 B.c. It consists of 
such f amili ar father-to-son homilies as the need for diligence, 
hard work, and the avoidance of women in general, and of those 
beloz^ing to the households of friends in particular. A similar 
collection of exhortations, known only &om garbled accounts 
found In the exercise books of New Kingdom schoolboys, is called 
the Instruction of Dusuf. For the benefit of his son Pepi, this 
Duauf extols the advantages of being a schbe, contrasting the 
life of the professional writer with the hardships that have to be 
endured by the smith at his furnace, by the artisan t^elding his 
chisel, and by the followers of numerous other highly undesir¬ 
able callings, from stone masonry to gardening. 

The uncertainties of life during the dark days which followed 
the collapse of the Old Kingdom are vitddly portrayed in the 
Admonitions of an Egyptian Sage, a work in which the passing 
of the good old days is lamented, and the miseries of the present 
loudly proclaimed. In the absence of authority, there is robbery, 
murder, and famine throughout the land, and the poor have 
seized the opportunity to make themselves rich at the expense 
of their erstwhile masters, so that “jewels are hung about the 
necks of slave girls’* and "those that once possessed beds lie 00 
the ground, while he that slept on the ground now has a cushion”. 

With the restoration of law and order at the onset of the Middle 
Kingdom, the classic age of Egyptian literature begins. It is 
heralded, however, by the Instructions of Amenemhet, another 
series of fatherly admonitions which on this occasion reflect the 
uncertainties of the period just ended. After making his son 
ScBusri I co-regent, the Pharaoh Amenemhet withdrew firom 
active participation in political af^lrs. explaining that he was 
weary of making efforts which had earned him nothing but in¬ 
gratitude, and had even led to an attempt on his life, He counsels: 
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Bt on thy guard i^ainsi subordinaUs. Be not alone. Trust not 
a brother, know not a friend. If thou sUepesi. do thou thyself 
guard thine heart, for in the day of adsiersity, a man hath no 
adherents. 

That the aged xnonarch had good reason for his fears was 
shown by his subsequent murder, an event which led to a master¬ 
piece of story-telling entitled the Tale of Sinube. This Sinuhe 
was a court ofEclal whose dudes concerned the royal harem 
(always a centre of jealousy and intrigue), and while the heir to 
the throne was away on a raiding expedldoo, Sinuhe overheard 
the news that Amenemhet had been assassinated. Although in 
no way implicated In the crime, he panicked and ded to the 
desert where, half dead from thirst, he was found by Bedouins. 
The Sheik of the tribe recognised him as an official of import¬ 
ance, and helped him on his way to Palestine, where a local 
prince welcomed him with a gift of land and the hand of his 
eldest daughter. After years of exile and many adventures, in¬ 
cluding a fight to the death in personal combat, Sinuhe at last 
returned to Egypt, where he was favourably received by the king, 
and so ended his days at home and in peace. 

Other popular tales of the period include the Shipwrecked 
Sailor and Ring Kheuf and the Magicians. The last-named is a 
collective work containing a number of stories supposedly told 
to Rii^ Kheuf by his sons, the ii^redients of the first of the series 
being a magician, an unfaithful wife, and a wax crocodile—in 
essence, saurian consumes paramour. The Shipwrecked Sulor, 
on the other hand, is a tale within a tale within a tale. It opens 
with a reference to a high-ranking Egyptian, returning empty- 
handed from a voyage made on behalf of the king, uncertain 
about the reception which awaits him, who is consoled by a com¬ 
panion’s recital of the trials and tribulations which he endured 
on a previous voyage. His ship foundered in a great storm, and, 
as sole survivor, he was washed ashore on an island. Fortun¬ 
ately, the place was well provided with i^, vines, and other 
sources of nourishment, and, thankful to be alive, he made an 
offering to the gods. No sooner had he performed this pious 
obligation than there was a loud clap of thunder, and he was 
startled to find himself confronted by a bearded serpent, some 
fifty feet long, The aeature, which by some happy chance couid 
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both undersund and apeak Middle Egyptian, proved to be 
friendly, and after asking the reason for the intruder’s presence 
on the island, predicted that a rescue ship would soon arrive for 
him, and then proceeded to recount the story of his misfortunes, 
explaining how a felling star had crashed on the island, killing 
the entire ophidian populadon with the exception of himself. . . . 

Altogether different from the foregoing is a poetic work entitled 
the Dispute of a Man with his Soul. In this philosophical epic, 
the Man, weaiy of Life and contemplating suicide, argues for and 
against the proposal with his Soul. After seeming to approve the 
idea by suggest!:^ the best way of carrying it out, the Soul at 
the last moment draws back, on the grounds that it has no im> 
mediate desire to find itself consigned to the Kingdom of the 
Dead. It suggests that the Man should take a more cheerful view 
of things, to which reply is made that conditions are such that 
life is no longer worth living—and so the argument goes on, 
inspired, it might well be, by the troubled times which followed 
the collapse of the Middle Kingdom and the arrival of the Hyksos 
invaders. 

The subsequent emergence of the New Kingdom is told in the 
historic tale of King Apopi and Sekenere, and the story of the 
new empire’s eventual decline is reflected in an account entitled 
the Voyage of Wenamon, in which an Egyptian envoy, seeking 
to purchase a cons^nment of cedar>wood abroad, is treated with 
scant respect by foreign officials. 

The new era began when the authority of Apopi, the Hyksos 
king, was challenged by Sekenere, a prince of Thebes- The gal¬ 
lant Sekenere perished in the war which followed, but hia son 
Amose continued the struggle and succeeded in expelling the in¬ 
vaders, and his reign marks the beginnii^ of the i8th dynasty. 
A period of renewed power and prosperity followed, and before 
it came to an end, there began two closely associated revolutionary 
trends, the one literary, and the other religious. The Pharaoh 
Amenophis IV, otherwise Akhnaton, attempted to establish a 
monotheistic religion in which only Aton, the sun, was wor¬ 
shipped. In so doing, he earned the undying hatred of the estab¬ 
lished hierarchy of Amon-Ra, and with the death of the wotild-be 
reformer, hia heretical innovations were quickly swept away. But 
not every trace of the new faith was destroyed, for, inscribed on 
the walls of the tomb of Akhnaton’s father-in-law Ay was found 
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a complete version of a stupendous Hymn to Aton. To its modem 
traiulatore it appeared vaguely familiar, and it was then dis< 
covered that some unknown Hebrew writer, when compiling 
some of the scKalled Psalms of David, had included Akhnaton^s 
hymn as the ici4th of its many items I 



7 - (Above) Close-up of the cartouche 
of Amenemhet I, from the Lisht 
pyramid temple- (Photo: Egyptian 
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8. (Right) Example of demotic writ¬ 
ing. (Photo: The British Museum) 














p. ExMrpt from the Egyptian so-called Book of the Dead. 
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THE KEY TO CUNEIFORM 
I 

Cuneiform writing, independently so-called by Engelbert 
Rampfer and others about the beginning of the iSth century, 
derives its name from the wedge-like shape of its characters. At 
first, however, the script was pictogiaphic, and the various ob¬ 
jects thus portrayed surest that its originators lived in the 
marshlands at the head of what is to-day known as the Persian 
Gulf, where it chanced that an abundant supply of writing 
material was readily available in the form of clay. 

Some time after 3000 s.c., the script was adapted to their lan¬ 
guage by the Semitic Accadians, and its use subsequently spread 
throughout the Near East, where it was variously employed by 
Anatolians and by Canaanites. by Hebrews and by Hittites. Of 
these interpretations, the simplified cuneiform of the Assyrians 
(whose language was a dialect of Accadian) consisted of about 
600 signs, many of them ideographic, while the predominantly 
syllabic version of the Elanutes contained, in its final form, fewer 
than 120 symbols. But in the hands of the Persians, the script 
was reduced to tbir^-six near-alphabetic characters (consonants 
included the value of a short vowel), 4 ideograms, and a word 
divider—41 signs in all. 

This achievement (c. 600 b.c.), without which the efforts of 
the modern decipherers of cuneiform writing would undoubtedly 
have been very considerably prolonged, was heralded by the 
arrival of groups of wandering Indo-Europeans at an inviting 
plateau which they named Iran, i.i., homeland of the Ayrans. 
Among these migrants, made up of Bactrians and Margians, 
Drangiaos and Parthians, two tribes were prominent—the Medcs 
(Mada), who occupied the western part of the tableland, and the 
Persians (Paisa), who settled to the south of the Medes. 

For several centuries after their arrival, the newcomers were 
constantly menaced by (and at subject to) the Assyrians, 

who in two campaigns under Asburbanipal completely devastated 
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the neighbouilng kingdom of the Elamites. Incessant warfare, 
however, ultimately so weakened the supposedly invincible masters 
of Western Asia, that in the end they were not able to withstand 
a combined assault by the Median leader Cyazares and Babopo* 
lasser of Baboon, and in 612 b.c. Nineveh, the famed Assyrian 
capital, was taken and destroyed. The victors shared the spoils, 
and a short-lived Median empire, thus brought into being, was 
centred at Ecbatana (modern Hamadan), with first Cyazaiea, and 
later Astyagea, at its head. 

The Persians, meanwhile, had established a minor kingdom 
under T^pes, the first of a succession of rulers who derived 
their line from an eponymous ancestor called Achaemenes. By 
tbe middle of the 6th century B.c., the Achaemenid dsn acknow¬ 
ledged the leadership of Cyrus II, who governed as a sub-king 
of Paisa under Median domination. But the ambitions of Cyrus 
the Great (as be was destined to become) did not allow him to 
continue in this secondary role, and within a few years of his 
accession, he instigated a revolt which not only resulted in his 
defeating the Medes, but which gained such momentum that he 
also succeeded in subduing the Lydians, and thereafter in en¬ 
gulfing the Babylonians. There was thus foimded the first world 
empire, a domain which stretched from the Caucasus to the 
Indian Ocean, and from the Indus to the Mediterranean. 

Throughout this vast area, three different tongues were offici¬ 
ally recognised—the conqueror's own (now designated Old Per¬ 
sian); that of the Babylomans (Accadian); and Elamite (Susian) 
-^nd royal inscriptions were almost invuiably presented in tri¬ 
lingual form, the three versions appearing side by side. Thus the 
Achaemenlan kings, in addition to providh^ the investigatois of 
cuneifotm writing with a greatly simplified form of tbe script, 
also supplied equivalent texts in two other unknown languages 
and forms of writing. 

^Vhat is in all probability the earliest known of these inscrip¬ 
tions was discovered at Pasargadae on the River Kur, among the 
ruins of buildings which Cyrus caused to be erected after his 
overthrow of Astyages the Mede. No town of any size appears 
to have occupied the site, but its structures included temples, 
a royal residence, and the burial place of the monarch. Originally, 
the grave stood in an open court, surrounded by colonnades, but 
these have long since disappeared, and all that now remains is 
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the simple tomb structure Itself, perched on a high substructure 
of six steps. Strabo recounts that when Aristobulous of Cassan- 
dreia entered the building on instructions from Alexander the 
Great, he found within a golden couch, a coffin of the same metal, 
and many garments lavishly decked with precious stones—items 
which, alas, no loiter remain to confront the visitor to>day. 
Gone, too, is the inscription which the two Greeks saw above 
the entrance to the place: 

Stranger, J am Cyrta, the fottnier of the Persian Empire, the 

sovereign of Asia; envy me not, therefore, this sepuJekre. 

Cyras was succeeded by his son, Cambyses, who in 525 b.c. 
defeated the Pharaoh Psamtik HI at Pelusium, a victory which 
added Egypt to the Empire. Among the preparations of C^byses 
for this campaign was cold-blooded strangling of his younger 
brother Smerdls, lest during the king’s absence abroad a rival 
claimant to the throne should emerge. The precise date of this 
precautionary deed is not known, for the murder was kept secret, 
and the people led to believe that the victim was coo&ied to bis 
quarters for reasons of state. 

Retribution, as it happened, was not long dela^d, and ironic* 
ally enough, it was the covering-up of the crime which brought 
about the undoing of its author. No sooner was Cambyses safely 
in Egypt than the palace custodian, Patizithes the Magian, pre¬ 
vailed upon his own brother Gautama to impersonate Smerdis, 
and then raised a revolt in the dead man’s name, secure In the 
knowledge that the king’s brother was thought to be alive. Cam* 
byses was thus caught in a trap of his own devising, for, in order 
to unmask the false Smerdis, he would be forced to reveal the 
death of the real one. Nevertheless, on receiving news of the up¬ 
rising, be planned a hurried return, but died (by accident, accord¬ 
ing to one account, and by his own hand, if we are to believe 
another) before he coi£d challenge the conspirators, whereupon 
Gautama assumed power. 

But the triumph of the impostor was of brief duration, for 
among those who were aware of the true facts of the matter was 
Darius, the son of Hystaspes, an energetic member of a junior 
branch of the royal family. With the assistance of half a dozen 
loyal nobles, be surprised and killed the usurper and his brother, 
afrer which, according to Herodotus, the question of who among 
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tbe seven should become kmg was left to the decision of their 
horses, it being agreed that the next moming they should go 
together to the outskirts of the dty, and that the rider whose 
mount first neighed should have the kingdom. In the event, the 
wirmer owed his success to a trick of his groom, OEbsres by 
name, who evoked the desired response from his master’s animai 
with the somewhat unsporting assistance of the scent of the 
genitals of a mare. However aU this may be, it was Darius who 
attained the thronc--to be at once faced by a aeries of revolts 
throughout the kingdom, as one province after another sought 
to take advantage of the uncertainties of the moment. These wide¬ 
spread outbreaks Darius and his generals methodically suppressed, 
fighting (as he himself tells us) nineteen battles and defeatii^ nine 
would-be rivals before the new ruler was able to convince his 
rebellious subjects that he was indeed master of the situation. 

For the benefit of posterity, and no doubt as a warning to 
other potential trouble-makers, Darius commemorated his triumph 
over ^ enemies by recording the details on the side of a preci¬ 
pitous cliff at Belustun. high above the main caravan road from 
Ecbacana to Babylon. This, the most ambitious of the Achaemenian 
inscriptions, consists of hundreds of lines of cuneiform, chiselled 
on the rock face in Old Persian, Elamite, and Accadian. The 
account is illustrated by sculptured reliefs which depict Darius 
facing the discomforted rebels in the presence of Ahura-Ma2da 
(Onnusd), aeaior of the universe, and the supposed architect of 
Achaemenian greatness. 

Darius also celebrated his victory by ordering construction 
work to be begun at a selected site near the junction of the rivers 
Kur and Potvar. Here, on the side of a hill overlooking the plain 
of Mervdasht, a huge rectangular platform was raised, some thir^ 
acres in extent, supported on three sides by a strong fortified 
wall, and protected at the rear by a line of interconnected towers 
which ran over the crest of the mountain. And here, Darius and 
his successors established themselves in a series of raagnificent 
edifices, among them the Tachara (Palace of Darius), the Apadama 
(Audience Hall, begun by Darius and completed by his son 
Xerxes), the Hadish (Pala« of Xerxes), and a Hall with a roof 
supported by a hundred columns (the joint work of Xerxes and 
Artaxerxes 1 ). Eventually, more than half of the platform area 
was occupied by these and associated establishments, a series of 
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in^iptions on the walls of which proclaimed to the world the 
identity of the builders. It was these repetitive announcements 
which, at the beginning of the 29th century, were to assume an 
importance out of all proportion to their stereotyped contents. 

The name which the Persians gave to this seduded retreat is 
not known, but the Greek writers called it Persepolis, and by 
Diodorus it was regarded as the capital of the Empire (the ad¬ 
ministrative centres of which, however, were in all probability 
Ecbatana, Susa, and Babylon). But as a place of residence it was 
so highly esteemed by the Achaemenidae that several of their 
number elected to prolong their stay indefinitely (three royal 
tombs were cut in the hillside at the rear of the platform), while 
other of the monarchs, including Darius and Xerxes, found a 
last resting place at nearby Naksh-i-Rustam. 

Of the known world, only Europe remained beyond Persia’s 
teach. But from the time of Darius I onwards, all attempts to 
remedy this omission were frustrated by the Creeks, until finally, 
in 334 B.C., during the reign of Darius III, Alexander the Great 
crossed the Hellespont and inflicted a defeat on the Persians at 
the Battle of Issus. Darius then essayed to come to terms, but 
Alexander demanded unconditional surrender, and after laying 
siege to Tyre, led an expedition to Egypt, where he was wel¬ 
comed as a liberator. He then met and defeated another Persian 
force at Gaugvnela, and subsequently encountered further strong 
resistance at Persepolis, where the palaces were looted and burned 
—by drunken revellers at a victory feast, according to one well- 
known account. As for the Persian king, he fled east to the re¬ 
mote province of Bactria, where he was asssaainated by his cousin 
Bessus, who mistakenly thought to gain favotir with Alexander 
thereby, and with his death, the Achaemenid dynasty came to 
an inglorious end. 

It was replaced by that of the Seleucids (the Iranian equivalent 
of the Ptolemies), who were followed by the Arsadds (Parthian 
Period), by the Sassanids (Neo-Persian Empire), and eventually 
by the Aitbi (Moslem Conquest), who overran the country about 
the middle of the ytb century a.u. Thereafter, the speech of the 
vanquished was submei^d that of the victors, and it was not 
until some 250 years later that the native tongue reappeared in 
a literary guise. But although Modern Persian is written in Arabic 
characters, it nevertheless provides a vital link, through Middle 
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Persian (represented by Zend and Pehlevi, as preserved in certain 
religious wotkSf and In a few Sassanian rock inscriptions) with 
the Old Peraan language of the Aebaemenids. To the would-be 
elucidators of the completely unknown cuneiform script, the 
potential value of this connection wiU be evident. 

n 

Uke their early Christian counterparts, the proselyting 
Moslems had scant regard for cultures other than their own, as 
is shown by their wanton destructioxi of the famed Library of 
Alexandria in a.d. 642, after their conquest of Egypt. They made, 
mdeed, no secret of their attitude, which was that if the Greek 
writings were in agreement with the Koran, they were clearly 
superfluous; and that if they were in duagreement with the holy 
words of Allah, they were undoubtedly pernicious; and that in 
either case, they were fit only to be d^troyed. In these sombre 
circumstances, it is hardly stirprising that the Arabs appear to 
have taken little or no interest in the Achaemenian inscriptions, 
though the existence of some of these records was known to 
them. Ibn Haukal, about the end of the 10th century, expressed 
the opinion that the figures carved on the mountain-side at 
Behistun represented a schoolmaster, confronting a class of re¬ 
calcitrant pupils, though the guess of a successor, made some 
200 years later, was less inspired. This, the report of the Arab 
geographer Yakut, whose examination of the reliefs, if he troubled 
to examine them at all, can hardly have been undertaken at close 
quarters, declared that they showed the renowned Sassanian leader 
^usm Parviz (Chrosroes II), seated on his famous horse Shabdiz, 
in the presence of Queen Shirin. 

No less fanciful were the tales which grew up about the rem¬ 
nants of the royal Persian citadels. The site of Persepolis was 
occupied by a city known to the Arabs as Istakhr, which in its 
day had achieved considerable importance as an administrative 
centre under the Sassaoids. But with the founding of the Arab 
capital of Shiraz, some forty miles away, the usefulness of Istakhr 
gradually declined, and its Achaemenian remains were variously 
referred to as Chelel Minar (the Forty Minarets), as the Old 
Town (of Shiraz), or as Takht-i-Jaroshid (the Palace of Jamshid), 
this last as a tribute to a legendary Persian ruler who was sup¬ 
posedly dethroned by an Arabian called Zohak, about looo b.c. 
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The ruins were also linked with the name of King Solomon, the 
rem^s of the mother of whom, according to popular account, 
were housed in a tomb at a place called Murghab, some thirty 
miles to the north. 

One of the first Europeans to visit these sites was Oiosafat 
Barbaro, who arrived in Persia in 1472 as Venetian ambassador. 
In the course of his travels (an account of which was published 
some seventy years later), he examined both Takht-i-Jamshid 
and Murghab, and also Naksh*i>Rustam, where he observed 
among some rock oarvings an outsit relief of a Sassanlan king, 
which he took to be a represenution of the biblical Samson. 
Some two centuries later another ambassador to Persia, an 
Augustine friar by the name of Antione de Gouvea, dedded that 
the supposed ruins of the Palace of Jamshid (or Solomon) did 
in fact mark the site of Old Shiraz, as local rumour suggested. 
This identification was subsequently challenged by the official 
Spanish representative Don Garcia de Silva Figueroa, who con^ 
jectured that the ruins standii^ near the confluence of the rivers 
Kur and Folvar rzught well be the remnants of the famed city 
known to have been built by Darius the Great. An artisc, who 
accompanied de Silva on his travels, copied some curious-looking 
signs which were thought to be some form of writing, though it 
was agreed that it was neither '^Gialdean, nor Hebrew, nor 
Orceke, nor Aribike, nor of any other Nation which was ever 
found of old, or at this day to be extant”. 

Next on the scene was an Italian traveller, Pietro della Valle, 
the son of a wealthy Roman family, who conceived the then 
daring idea of making a protracted excursion to the East, as an 
antidote to the distressful effects of an unsuccessful affair of die 
heart, and as an alternative to suicide. He sailed for Constantinople 
from Venice in 1614, and after spending some time in Egypt, 
visited in turn Jerusalem, Damascus, Aleppo, and Bagdad, en* 
countering at the last-named an unanticipated consolation in the 
shape of a Syrian maiden named Maani, whom he married. De¬ 
spite the fact that Turkey and Persia happened to be at war, he 
then contrived to make his way from the country of one belli¬ 
gerent to that of the other, in due course payii^ a visit to various 
places of interest, including Takht-i-Jamshid. He, too, noticed 
groups of unfamiliar signs which he took to be some form of 
writing, portions of which he copied, though he was unable to 
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decide whether the supposed script progressed hom the right, 
or (ss he iDcItned to believe) ftom the left. 

DeUa VaUe*8 visit was followed by that of Sir Thomas Herbert, 
who echoed the notion that the ruined site was that of Old Shiraz, 
and who recorded the existence there of “^mes of strange char¬ 
acters ... $0 mystical], so odly framed ... consisting of Figures, 
obelisk, triangular and pyramidall, yet in such Simmetry and 
order as cannot well be called barbarous”. It remained, however, 
for J. S- Mandealo to make the interesting discovery, a few years 
Istei, that the mysterious characters showed signs of having been 
inlaid with gold. 

In the second half of the 17th century, several examinaiioas 
of the Achaeraenid sites were made by t^ French traveller and 
author Jean Chardin, who had amassed a fortune tradl:^ in 
jewels in India, Armenia, and Turkey. On his eventual return 
to hia native land, be found himself unwelcome there because of 
his Protestant inclinations, and in i68z, to escape this religious 
intolerance, he settled in London. Here, in a matter of months, 
he became court-jeweller, was elected a Fellow of the Royal 
Society, and was knighted by King Charles H. Sir John Chardin, 
in an account of his Persian discoveries, gave it as his considered 
opinion that the unfomiliar signs he had observed were a form 
of writing, and added that the inscriptions often occurred in 
groups of three. He moreover supposed (rightly) that the script 
ran from left to right, though he believed (wrongly) that it might 
also be read perpendicularly. This erroneous idea arose from the 
sight of a series of single-line inscriptions which adorned the tops 
and sides of door openings and windows, examination of which 
suggested that the Individual signs might face in any direction. 
And further to add to the confusion of those who essayed to 
make some sense out of the inscription, there was at first 
no suspicion that three different languages were concerned— 
Elamite (ascending, on left); Old Persian (ituming horizontally 
at top, from left to right); and Accadian (descending, on right). 
It was as though an Oriental visitor to France, in complete 
ignorance of the existence of the Latin alphabet, and possessed 
cd no knowledge of European tongues, were to happen upon 
a group of unfamiliar symbols, so arranged that it aecroed 
to be immaterial whether they appeared as T, as h , as H, or, 
presumably, as 
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ALLER TOUT DROIT 


i 
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§ 

■■ 
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Among later copyists of the inscriptions were the Genxuin 
traveller and physidan, Engelbert Kampfer (who was the first 
to perceive that their fundamental unit was the wedge^ and who 
named the writii^ accordingly); Samuel Flower (an enterprising 
agent of the East India Company, who introduced the useful 
practice of separating each sign by a dot); and Cornelias le Brun 
(who, by placing all three lines of a window inscription hori¬ 
zontally, one below the other, demonstrated that the two upri gh t 
components were not intended to be read vertically). But it was 
not until the meticulous work undertaken by Carsten Niebuhr 
in 1765, that for the first time scholars had at their disposal 
copies of the inscriptions which were not only very nearly com¬ 
plete, but which also esthibited a standard of accura<7 far greater 
than bad hitherto been achieved. 

Niebuhr’s approach to Persia was by a deddedly roundabout 
route, an adventurous journey which began in 1761, when 
Frederic V of Denmark was planning to despatch a sdentific 
expedition to Egypt, Arabia, and Syria. Five commissioners were 
appointed, to each of whom a particular aspect of the enquiry 
was assigned, and Niebuhr, as one of this select company, found 
himself in association with a naturalist, a philologist, an artist, 
and a surgeon. This oddly assorted group set out from Copen¬ 
hagen, aa^ly reached Constantinople, and tber^ce journeyed, by 
way of Egypt, to the Yemen. From Jidda, the party went over¬ 
land to Mokha, and eventually arrived at Sana, the capital, but 
not before two of its leaders lud died. By the time Bombay was 
reached, two more deaths had occurred, and Niebuhr was left 
as the sole surrivor. He then decided to make his way home by 
way of Persia and Mesopotamia, and so it came about that on 
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13 March, 1765, he found himself at Talcht-i*Jamahid, where be 
remained busily at work copyiog the inscrjptiona for the ne» 
three weeks. 

With the publication of his Voyage en Arabie (Amsterdam, 
1776-80), students were for the first time provided with clear 
and complete copies of cimeiform inscriptions, and a sdenti^c 
approach to the problem of their dedphermept could at last be 
begun. Niebuhr drew attention to the feet that the inscriptions 
usually occurred in groups of three, such as those to be found 
on a series of tablets which he designated “B”, “C”, “D”, and 
(Fig. 4), and 80 on (“A”, the first of his copies. 


wr. ?t~. ~ 

<K. 

Fig. 4. Ni«buhr'i "B” led "G'* ioioiipticinft. 

was unilingual); that the signs belongii^ to each of the three 
groups were not the same; and that the three difierent systems 
invariably appeared in the same order. 

In carefully distinguishing one symbol from another, Niebuhr 
further assisted his readers (as Samuel Flower had done before 
him) by separating the signs by means of a dot, though inexplic¬ 
ably enough, he failed to realise that a constantly recurring char¬ 
acter in one of the scripts acted as a word divider. He did, however, 
draw attention to two similar versions of an inscription, in the 
first example of which the word ending the 3rd line appeared in 
the second example as the opening word of the 4ch line, thus 
affording proof that the script read from left to right. And he 
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also confirmed Le Brun's finding conceming tie verticdl com¬ 
ponents of the YTindow inscriptions, by shelving that when these 
were placed on their sides, the individual signs were at once seen 
to correspond with those already known from horizontal sources. 
Finally, Niebuhr pointed out that the charactera which occurred 
in the first of the three columns were very much simpler than 
those to be found In the other two, and that they were consider¬ 
ably fewer in number. He appended a list containing forty-two 
of these signs, which it seemed to him were alphabetic, and the 
accuracy of his work may be judged from the fact that out of 
th« total, only nine (including the word divider) were later found 
not to be true letters. 

Although, strictly, Niebuhr was not himself a decipherer, it 
may be &irly claimed that he laid the foundations on which the 
work of sufc^quent investigators was based. Without his useful 
observations and suggestions, and the clear and accurate copies 
of the ioscciptions he provided, the unravelmenc of cuneiform 
writing might well have been delayed for several decades. 

in 

The task of deciphering the wedge-shaped script offered a 
problem far more formidable than that presented by the Egyp¬ 
tian hieroglyphs, the investigators of which had the very great 
advantage of possessing a bilingual inscription, one of its versions 
couched in so familiar a form of wrid:^ and language as Greek. 
Cuneiform, on the other hand, offered no more than a confusing 
array of complex symbols, the apparent want of individuality 
among which was ^ itself sufiicieAt to give rise to a sense of 
hopelessness aixiong scholars, a feeling which may well have helped 
to engender the widespread and long sustained belief that the 
supposed script was not a fonn of writing at all. 

Against this there was, of course, the evidence provided by 
Greek and Roman sources, which afforded many, if on occasion 
somewhat contradictory, references to the writings of the in¬ 
habitants of Western Asia. Thus, whereas the characters of an 
inscription on the tomb of Sardanapalos (Aahurbanlpal) at Nineveh 
were described by Strabo as Assyrian, the script was referred to 
by Athenaeus as Chaldean. But that the classical authors were 
agreed that cuneiform actually waa a form of writing was not 
deputed. The issue was to what extent their statements about 
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this and other matters could be relied upon, and here there was 
certainly excuse enough for doubt, as witness the assertion of 
Diodorus that the Behistun reliefs (consisting of fourteen figures, 
all of them unquestionably male) depicted Semiramis, an alleged 
daughter of the goddess Derceto, in the presence of roo lance- 
bearers, and that the accompanying description of the scene was 
written in Syrian letters. Again, at a time when untold thousands 
of Babylonian tablet Inscriptioas sdll lay buried beneath the 
ruined dtiea of the Tigro-Euphrates valley, their very existence 
unsuspected, the notion that cuneiform was merely ornamenta¬ 
tion found support in the circumstance that some examples of 
the Persian writing were Co be found in such unlikely places as 
on the robes of sculptured figures, and even round the openings 
of doors and windows. Thus, from the onset, scholars could be 
divided into two main groups^those who. In the company of 
the distinguished Hebraist Dr. Thomas Hyde, su^ested that the 
alleged script was meaningless, and those who were convinced 
that it was meaningful. Of the sharers of this conviction, how¬ 
ever, some were holders of the opinion (expressed by Sir George 
Cornewall Lewis as late as 1862) that the problem of cuneiform 
decipherment, though real enough, was insuperable, and it was 
thus left to those who took a contrary view to set about the sup¬ 
posedly impossible task of solving it. 

In the event, the investtgators received considerable assistance 
from two recently published works—Anquetil-Duperron’s Zend 
Avesta (Paris, 1771), and Sylvestre de Szcft Mimoiret sur iivmes 
Antiquities de Perse (Paris, *793). Ehiperron, who had been in¬ 
tended for an ecclesiastical career, developed a thirst for Oriental 
languages instead, and made his way to India in search of followers 
of die Persian religious leader Zarathushtra (the Greek Zoroaster), 
who had fiourished about B.c. At Surat, he encoimtered a 
Parsee community whose members were said to be the descendants 
of Peiaians who, some 1,200 years earlier, had exiled themselves 
rather than submit to Moslem domination, and who still prac¬ 
tised the age-old rites associated with the reverence of fire as a 
manifestation of the divine Ahura-Ma^da. 

Duperron contrived to gain the confidence of the native priests, 
not to mention a working knowledge of the Zend and Pehlevi 
langu^es, and he was thus enabled to translate extracts from the 
liturgical Vtmdtsd Sade and other sacred writings, produclr^ a 
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rendering which, though it exhibited numerous defects, wm at 
any rate better than no rendering at all. De Sacy*a work, by con^ 
tmt, concerned the Sassanian period of Persian history, and it 
gave translations (derived from accompanying Greek versions) of 
the short Peblevi inscriptions to be seen at Naksh-i-Rustam. And 
as de Sacy showed, where these epigraphs appeared above the 
figure of a monarch, the reference was invariably to that ruler 
and to his father, and contained the phrase “King of kings". 

The first serious attempt at cuneiform decipherment was made 
by O. G. Tychsen, a noted Rabbinic scholar, who was born in 
1734 at Tondem, in Schleswig Holstein, of parents of Norwegian 
descent. At the University of Halle, where he studied, he erinced 
a particular interest in Oriental languages, and in 1790, shortly 
after taking up the post of librarian and curator at the Museum 
of Rostock, he published a modest work on the Egyptian hjero> 
glyphs. This was followed, a few years later, by his Da Cwuatis 
iTiicriptionibus P^sepoHtanis Luculmztio (Rostock, 179S). Tychsen 
accepted Niebuhr’s view that the inscriptions were to be read 
fi:om left to right, and that the triple groups contained writing 
of three difierent kinds. In addition, he suggested that the three 
scripts were probably representative of three different languages, 
and tentatively nominated Parthian, Median, and Baccrian. He 
also drew attention to a group of seven signs which was many 
times repeated: 

«TT'S'Tn'T<-'T<T-TT'T<- 

He noted, moreover, that this particular group was often followed 
by another, consisting of three or four signs: 

m-=<-m-"-TTT 

He supposed that the first group might represent the name of 
a monar^, and that the second stood for "pius", or some similar 
designation. But when he proceeded to assign arbitrary phonetic 
values to the component characters, and then sought to identify 
bia transliterations by a reference to the words of various Aryan 
and Semitic tongues, he lost his way completely, despite the fact 
that several of his i niriat guesses happened to be correct. Among 
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Other things, he convinced himself that he had discovered a re¬ 
ference to one Ahsak, whom he confidently assumed to be 
Arsaces founder of the Parthian kingdom. This ascription had 
the stultifying effect of committing him to a period of Persian 
history which was some three centuries too late. 

The positive identificadon of the ruins at Takht-i-Jamshid and 
Murgh^, meanwhile, was a matter of crucial concern to the 
decipherers, for upon the answer depended which royal 
the inscriptions might be expected to contain. But throughout 
the greater part of the 18th century, one guess was to be regarded 
almost as likely as another, and a heated controversy eventually 
developed between A. H. L. Heeren, who favoured Achaemenian 
authorship, and J. G. Herder, who did not. The issue was settled, 
at any rate to the complete sadsfection of one interested observer, 
in a paper by F. C. C. MUnter which was read to members of the 
Royal Academy at Copenhagen in 1798. M'Qnter’s interest in the 
cuneifotm Inscriptions had been aroused by a sight of Niebuhr’s 
Voyagf, and he was subsequently in touch with Tychsen on the 
subject. As a result of his researches, he soon reached the con¬ 
clusion that Tychsen was wrong in associating Takht-i-Jamshid 
with the Parthians, and that Heeren was right in ascribii^ it to 
the Achaemenians, and the evidence he adduced in support of 
this view did much to help resolve the doubts of his contempor¬ 
aries. In short, the so-called Palace of Jamshid was in fact Ferse- 
polis, something of the history of which was known from Greek 
accounts, including the story of its looting by Alexander the Great 
—according to Plutarch, so great was the amount of treasure 
found there that 5,000 camels and 10,000 pairs of mules were 
required to carry it away. 

As for the inscriptions, Munter supposed that these also be¬ 
longed to the Achaemenian period, and that at least one of the 
languages of the triple group must in consequence bear a dose 
relationship to Zend or Pehlevi, but there occurred to him the 
added possibility that one tongue only might be concerned. 
Understandably, he concentrated his attention on the simplest of 
the three scripts, and was quickly rewarded by the discovery 
that one of its signs, a diagonal wedge which occurred with the 
utmost frequency, was evidently intended 10 function as a word- 
divider. Havii^ eliminated this particular symbol, he then vmder- 
took a stadsdcal analysis of the contents of the inscriptions copied 
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by Niebuhi, seeking those signs which appeared most often, in 
the expectation that these would prove to be vowels. Three signs 
stood out from among the rest, and of these, the first, which was 
present in almost every word, was represented 1S3 times, the 
second 146 timea, and third 107 times. They were: 

m K- rr 

A YA i 

Munter, of course, at first had no idea of their phonetic value. 
What he did was to compare the signs, which he supposed might 
represent a, t, or u, with the vowel forms of what he deemed to 
be related languages. As a result, he correctly matched the first 
of the three aigns with the Zend character for a, failed to find 
anything resembling the second character, and was misled by a 
supposed likeness between the third sign and the Armenian sym* 
bol for o. All told, the outcome of his efforts was that he wrongly 
identified five vowels and half a dozen consonants, and assigned 
correct values to two signs^appropriately enough, a and b. 

Miinter also gave much attention to the often recurring group 
of seven signs which his predecessor had noted. From the fact 
that these particular signs were on occasion immediately followed 
by the same group, but with the addition of three or four other 
symbols, he concluded that the temunal characters were in all 
probability a grammatical inflexion. Tyehaen, he was aware, had 
supposed them to signify “pius”, and considered that the pre> 
ceding seven signs represented a proper name. Mfinter ultimately 
rejeaed this idea, in part because the group appeared with such 
fre<^uency, but also because there was no likely royal name which 
contained the requisite number of letters in it. He supposed, 
instead, that the unknown word might have some titular signific¬ 
ance, for example ^‘king’’. But if this were the case, the double 
grouping of the signs almost certainly stood for the familiar phrase 
'*lCing of kings^’, in which event the word immediately preceding 
it must be the monarch's name. 

His reaaonii^, as it happened, was sound. But at this critical 
point, when be was about to make what ntight well have been 
a most useful discovery, he was led astray through no fault of hla 
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own. By i meet unfoniinate mischance, the Inscription copy he 
was following contained one of Neibuhr’s rare transcriptional 
errors* and to his disappointment, Municr found that what should 
have been the name of a king was represented by an impossibly 
short word of onfy two signs^the outcome of the inadvertent 
substitution of the mark of separation for a letter! 

rv 

After the exploratory moves made by Tychsen and Munter, 
the first decisive step towards the decipherment of cuneiform 
was taken by George Frederick Grotefend, at the time a fwenty- 
seven-years-old Gottingen schoolmaster. Grotefend, who was bom 
at Munden, Hanover, in 1775, had attended the University of 
Gdttingeo, where he studied philolt^. He later held a teaching 
post at the Gymnasium of Frankfurt>am*Main, and in 1821 be¬ 
came Rector of the Lyceum of Hanover. His published works 
include a Latin grammar and books 00 the rudiments of Umbrian 
sad Oscan, but as he himself readily conceded (and as his cridcs 
never tired of pointing out), he pc«sessed no particular know¬ 
ledge of Orient^ languages, and claimed no special quallficadons 
for his self-imposed task. 

Accounts of how Grotefend came to interest himself in the 
problem of cuneiform decipherment vary. The Persepolia in¬ 
scriptions, alleged and supposed, were attracd:^ an increasing 
amount of attention in philological circles, and according to one 
story, the young schoolmaster was persuaded to attempt their 
unravelxnent by the librarian Fiorillo, while according to another, 
the motive for his Initial interest was the winning of a bet. 
But however this may be, he no doubt began by making a 
careful study of the accounts of Tychsen and Mhnter, and of 
such relevant works as those of Niebuhr, iXiperron, and de 
Sacy. At all events, he adopted the ^dew that the Persepolis 
inscriptiona were Achaemenian, and concluded that in all 
probabiliry they had served as models for the later Pehlevi 
epigraphs which de Sacy had translated. And if this were so, 
it would seem that Munter, despite the lack of success which had 
attended his efidres, had been right in his identification of the 
group of seven signs, evict repeated, and followed by a smaller 
group. 

From the copies of the msetipdons at lus disposal, Grotefend 



11. Old Persian inscription from the Palace of Darius. 
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J2. General view of the sculptures and inscription of Darius the Great at 
Bchiatun, with (Moto) a key to the positions of the Old Persian, Elamite 
(Susian) and Babylonian versions of the trilin^al. 
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selected two of moderate length—the “B” and "G” of Niebuhr 
noted that the supposed phrase ‘*King of kings'* occurred 
in both. The shorter of the two forms, moreover, also appeared 
in the Bret line of the two inscriptions without the accompan)dng 
**of kings”, it being followed by another word, the same in each 
case. Mindhil of de Sacy’s Pehleri analogy, Grotefend aurmised 
that the unknown word meant “great”, thus providing him with 
a second provisional phrase, “King great”, i.#., “great King*'— 
a title which, If his reasoning were correct, must be preceded 
by the royal name. But in this event, the two texts before him 
referred to difierent rulers, for the opening words were not the 
same, though each consisted of seven signs. 

It was at this juncture that Grotefend perceived that the name 
which began inscription him monarch Y—also appeared 

in the third line of inscription “G”, though in a slightly extended 
form, The addition he supposed to be a case-endiz^ which, inas¬ 
much as it differed from the genitive plural presumably signified 
by the “of kings'*, he took to be indicative of the genitive singular, 
Encouragingly enough, the name was accompanied by anothec 
group of signs which (again relying on the Pehlevi model) he 
assumed to mean “son**, the sense of the wording being that 
a monarch Z of inscription “G” was the son of monarch Y 
of inscription “B”. Moreover, examination of the fourth linp 
of inscription “B” revealed the existence of a third name, X, 
also in the genitive case, though unaccompanied by the 
designation “king**, a name which must be that of the father of 
monarch Y. 

It now seemed dear to Grotefend that he had happened upon 
the names of three members of the ro}^ house of Achaemenes, 
whose relationship to one another was that of father, son and 
grandson. The next step was to identify those concerned, to 
choose, that is to say, appropriate names from a list of a dozen 
or so known rulers. As to this, the three in question could not 
be Cyrus, Cambyses, and Smerdis, for the two names In inscrip¬ 
tion “B” did not begin with the same letter, and Cambyses and 
Smerdis, moreover, were brothers, not father and son, a con¬ 
sideration which also excluded the trio Cambyses, Smerdis, and 
Darius. Similarly, Smerdis, Darius, and Xerxes also failed to 
meet the precise kinship requirements. But Xerxes was the son 
of Darius, who was the son of Hystaspes, and the last-named. 
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as Grote£end was aware, vas 7 tot tifened to as a hing by the Grssk 
writers. Ic thus appeared highly probable that Darius was the 
author of inscription "B", and Xerses that of inscription 
the two reading, in part: 

Darius, Great Kisig, King of kings ... son of Hystaspes 
Xerxes, Great King, King of kings .. .son of King Darius 

The problem now was to ascertain the phonetic values of the 
characters concerned, via the three proper names. Although these 
were known only in thdr Greek form, Grotefend learned from 
Duperron*s Avesta that the Persian pronunciation of 
Hystaspes was Goshtaap, Gustaap, Kistasp, or Wiataap, Select* 
ing the of these versions, and disregarding the cuneiform 
case*endingi he allocated a letter or letters to each of (he remain* 
ing seven slgos, and then, in the light of the result, examined the 
group of characters which he supposed to represent Darius. 
Significantly, the d of Milnter, which was common to both names, 
duly appeared in its proper place, and added conArmacion was 
provided by the sign for rh, which also occurred in each of the 
two names: 



By adding five more letters, Grotefend obtained DARHEUSH, 
and although it eventually transpired that the correct form was 
DARYAVUSH, he secured four correct values (D, A, R, and 
SH) despite this error. 

Assuming the validity of his results thus far, he now knew the 
identity of no less than six of the seven characters composing the 
third name, in which the signs for sk and a were each twice 
repeated: 
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Ai for the miwing value of the opening eign» Herodotus, in a 
ditcuaaion about the meaning of Persian names (a subject on 
which, at is now known, the Greek hJatorian entertained a num* 
ber of fanciful ideas, including the mistaken notion that Artaxemea 
was a compound of Xerxes), mentions that Xerxes was derived 
from the Persian for' Vsrrior'', s word which Grotefend promptly 
equated with ‘^king*’, inasmuch as the first two characters of the 
sign groups which he supposed to represent this title and the 
name Xerxee were the same. He next ascertained that the Greek 
letter xi transliterated the Old Persian kJuh, and concluded that 
to the first sign of the two words there must be attributed the 
value kM. The Persian form of the name Xerxes thus emerged, 
somewhat disconcertingly, as KH*SH*H*A*R-SK-A, a result 
which, however, was seemingly upheld by Champollion^s sub> 
sequent rendering of a hieroglyp^uc reference, '^Xerxes the great 
King", discovered on the Vase of Caylus (the name should in 
feet be KH-SH-Y-A-R-SH-A), 

In this highly ingenious manner, Grotefend obtained phonetic 
values for thirteen cuneiform signs, of which the discovery of one 
(the letter a) r^tly belonged to Mtlnter, while four others were 
later shown to be incorrect. Nevertheless, it was an outstsndii^ 
achievement, news of which was first given in 1802. Full details 
were published by de Sacy in an article in Miilio’a Magasin 
Bncychpedi^ In the following year, though in this account the 










LOST LAKGOAGES 


S4 

description of the method of approach diAera somewhat from 
that giTen by the discoverer himself, 

Grotefend's subsequent actft^ties concerned in part a single 
Hne of writing which was found to be repeated in various parts of 
the ruins at Murgbab. The inscription had been copied by several 
recent investigators, including Sir William Gore Ouseley. It was 
this learned Orientalise who, while on a visit to Persia in i8ix« 
found St Pefsepolis no less thsn eighteen examples of the famous 
window inscription which, though individually much mutilated, 
collectively enabled him to recover the complete text. Peraepolia 
and Pasargadae» however> he supposed to be one and the same 
place, and it was left to James J. Morier (who first visited Murghab 
in 1809, and later acted as Ouseley’s guide and companion) to 
perceive the close similarity between the supposed sepulchre of 
the Mother of Solomon and the Tomb of Cyrus as described by 
the Greek historian Arrian, Morier at once suggested that Mur> 
ghab must be Pasargsdae, but Ouseley was not to be persuaded: 
he was firmly convinced that Cyrus was buried at Fasa, 

Grotefend, however, was quick to accept Morier's identifica¬ 
tion, and began to search for the name Cyrus in the short in¬ 
scription aforementioned, from which he selected a likely-looking 
group of cbaractera, Hii copy, however, contained one symbol 
coo many, and when he substituted the sign values already in his 
possesaion, the group transliterated as Z-U-SCH-U-D-SH, a re¬ 
sult which he ventured to modify (with justification, ss it hap¬ 
pened) in the light of the anticipated answer, The Z he changed 
to K, the SCH to SR, and the superfluous D to E, thereby ob¬ 
taining K-U-SR-U-E-SCH, from which he finally extracted 
Kurus, in this manner almost exactly matching the correct 
rendering: 

<T <7f-«<fT ^ 

K U R U SH 

By 1815, at least fourteen sign values had been correctly deter¬ 
mined, no less than twelve of them by Grotefend. But thereafter, 
his efforts yielded little, and bis early attempts at translation in 
particular were based on ill-founded guesswork. In the meantime, 
that his labours had any worth at all had been strenuously denied 



THB KlY TO CUNEIFORM 


Ss 

by many autboritieB from the onset, and ao littie was thought of 
the several papers which he presented to the Gdttingen Academy 
that they were refused publication. Not until 1893, forty years 
after the death of theii author, were the rejected MSS. unearthed 
by Wilhelm Meyer, and somewhat belatedly hailed as marking 
a turning-point in the long history of cuneiform decipherment. 

V 

It was in 1823 that the French Orientalist J. S. St. Martin drew 
attention to the fact that the inscription on the Vase of Caylus 
was a bilingual. But although he was highly critical of Grotefend’s 
alphabet, for which he proposed to substitute one of hia own, 
St. Martin can at most be credited with the discovery of two 
additional phonetic values. These he obtained by comparing the 
cuneiform version of Hystaspes with the Zend form Vysektaspa, 
in preference to the Goshtasp used by Grotefend. As a resiJt, he 
was able to assign the correct value v to the first character, and 
y to the second, thereby more closely approaching the right answer, 
which was i, the name in fact being Vishtaspa. But where his sign 
list elsewhere differed from that of his predecessor, he was in error. 

In the meantime, as Grotefend himself had learned, it was one 
thing to identify a few well-known proper namea, and quite an¬ 
other to tranaliterate groups of signs which were recognisable 
only in part, and yet a third to translate the unfamiliar (and often 
defective) words and phrases so produced. Thus he rendered the 
second paragraph of Niebuhr’s unilingual ’A” inscription, the 
twenty-five lines of which intimate that an adjacent stairway was 
constructed by command of Xerxes, ss; 

XerMs the Mcnarch, ih valiant King, tke King of Kings, iht 
King of allpurt naSions, tho Kir^ of ihi p\tre, the pious, the most 
potent assembly, tke son of Darius the King, the descendant of 
tke Lord of the Universe, yamskesd. 

This reference to the legendary Jamshid (unhesitatingly identi¬ 
fied by Sir Robert Ker Porter as Noah’s eldest son, Sheml) did 
not incline serious scholars to regard the effort as authoritative. 
Still less, it may be imagined, were they ^vourably impressed by 
Lichtenstein’s attempt to make some sense out of Niebuhc’s 
inscription 



86 


LOST lANGOAGES 


The King, the Sovereign, Prince of all Princes, the Lord Saleh, 
yinghis, son of Armerib, govemor^general for the Emperor of 
Chuui. Orkhm Saheb. 

BuC haviAg regard for the fact that, in this instance, the hopeful 
translator directed his attention to the much more difficult Baby- 
Ionian verson (which, unwittingly, he appears to have read 
backwards), the outcome might well have been worse, even if it 
could hardly have been less accurate. 

Elsewhere, however, there was a growing recognition of the 
importance of Zend to the investigators of Persian cuneiform, 
and studies which were to point the way to the next great advance 
were inaugurated by Rasmus Christian Rask, a distinguished 
Danish scholar and a pioneer in the lield of comparative philology 
—his linguistic interescs ranged from Zend, Pehlevi, and Sanscrit 
to Arabic. Hindustani, and Pali, not to mention £lu, Ongalese, 
and Icelandic—among others. It was Rask who demonstrated the 
incorrectness of the widely held view that the Zend-Avesta was 
of comparatively recent date>-not earlier than the 3rd century 
A.n., according to some authorities. 

After making a careful examination of Grotefend’s results, Ruk 
satisfied himself that the language of the ist of the three columns 
of the Achaemenian inscriptiona appeared to be closely related 
to Zend, though he was careful to add that It was not to be sup¬ 
posed from this that the two were identical. But he was able to 
show that the genitive plural 

m ^ m -TtT 

A N A M 

which Grotefend had transliterated A-TSCH-A -0 should, in 
fact, read A-H-A-M, a corrective simplification which added 
two more letters—n and «—to the list of those already known. 

The need for a more reliable guide than Duperron’a defective 
Zend-Avesta was supplied by Eugene Bumouf, who at the age 
of twen^-five had earned for himself a considerable reputation 
for Oriental scholarahip. Six years later, in 1833, he was offered 
the chair of Sanscrit in the ColUge de France, an appointment 
which led to there being brought to his notice a translation of 
the Yasna (a liturgical section of the Avesia) which had been 
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made into Sanscrit by Persian scholars several centuries earlier. 
The outcome of this Important find was the publication of his 
Ccmfwntaire sur U Yofna (Paria, 2834), a work which proved 
of inestimable value to atudenta of cun^orm. 

Although, as the foremost Zend scholar of his day, it was in 
the role of a translator of Persian texts that Burnouf excelled, 
he also rendered valuable assistance in other ways. In his Mimoirt 
sur deux inscriptions cuniijormes trouties ptis d'flamcdan (Paria» 
1836), he was able to make available additional trilingual material 
recovered from Van (Armenia) and Hamadan (Media), which had 
come into hU possession after the murder of F. E. Schulcs at 
Julamerk by Kurds in 1829. The Hamadan inscrip^on, carved 
on the rock face of nearby Mount Elvand, was thought locally 
(0 refer to a treasure supposedly buried in the mountain. It con> 
sisced of two tablets, each inscribed with three versions of iden> 
tical texts, with the exception that Darius snnounoed himself as 
the author of one, and Xerxes acknowledged responsibility for 
the other. The triple Van inscription, which was also in the name 
of Xerxes, was in part a repeti^on of the Hamadan pair, but in 
addition it contained a final paragraph, the contents of which 
were new. 

In common with other Investigators, Burnouf was possessed 
of sn incomplete version of the Old Perslsn syllabary which com¬ 
prised phonetic values about the accuracy of which he was reason¬ 
ably certain, and others which at best were to be regarded as 
doubtful. Thus armed, the procedure he adopted was to select 
some unknown sign, and then endeavour to assign to it a value 
not already allocated. Necessarily, the proceas was largely one of 
trial and error, but he relied upon his extensive knowledge of 
Zend to assist him in the rec^nition of any genuine word which 
might thereby be produced. One of his successes was the restora¬ 
tion of Miinter’s n, which Grotefend, for reasons of his own, had 
seen fit to alter to o—such emendatory tendencies were frequently 
displayed by the decipherers, who naturally preferred what they 
fondly believed to be the true worth of t^r own ideas, to the 
confbcting (and hence nustakeu) notions of their wayward con¬ 
temporaries. 

In addition to the Van and Hamadan trilinguals, Burnouf also 
gave his attention to the inscription “I" of Niebuhr, as seemingly 
it contained many proper names. The reference was, in feci, to 
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twCTity-four Persiaa provinces, of whicb Burnonf contrived to 
identify sixteen, half of them correctly—Arabia, Babylon, Ba^ 
ria, Cappadocia, Media, Persia, Sarangia, and Sogdiana. But 
even so, his success as a decipherer was by no means as great as 
he himself believed it to be. The list of signs which he compiled 
contained thirty*three values, and for twelve of these he clamed 
priority. Eight of the twelve, however, were later shown to be 
incorrect, while two others had already been determined, leav> 
tng him with the discovery of k and «. 

Ironically enough, it was Christian Lassen, a close friend and 
collaborator of Burnouf, who achieved the outstanding results 
which were denied to his colleague. Lessen, a Norwegian, had 
studied at Heidelberg, and afterwards journeyed to England and 
then to France. It was while staying in Paris that he met Burnouf, 
whom he joined in the writing of a celebrated essay on Pall, the 
sacred language of the Buddhista of eastern India. In 1826, he 
left Paris for Bonn, where four years later he wu offered a pro* 
fessorship at the University there. He kept in touch with Burnouf 
by letter, however, and among other matters of mutual interest, 
the two no doubt discussed the progress that was being made in 
cuneiform decipherment. It was nevertheless a coincidence that 
each publicised the result of his own investigations in the same 
year—Burnouf in hU Mimoiu, and Lassen under the tide Die 
ahptrsisehtn Knlinschriften 1836). 

Not surprisingly, the two publications were in many respects 
similar, even to the extent of the Intereat shown by their respec* 
five authors in the inscription “ 1 ” of Niebuhr. Lassen, for tus 
part, had remembered the account given by Herodotus of how 
Darius had surveyed the Bosphorus, and had then set up two 
marble pillars inscribed with the names of all the nationa repre¬ 
sented in his fighting forces, and this recollection suggested to 
him chat there might well be a similar coUecdon of proper names 
to be found among the Penepolitan inscripdons. His attention, 
like that of Burnouf, was thus drawn to the catalogue of twenty- 
four Persian provinces* of which he identified no leas than twenty 
—be failed only in the case of Arabia, Egypt, India, and Susa. 

To Lassen must also go the credit for pointing out that a rigid 
application of Grotefend’a sign values tended to produce unpro¬ 
nounceable words such as CPRD, THTGUS, and KTPTUK. 
This evident want of vowels suggested to him that some of the 
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Persian signs must be syllabic rather than alphabetic, and he 
moreover announced the discovery that the sign for a was re* 
stricted in its use, in that it was employed only at the beginning 
of a word, or before a consonant or another vowel, and that 
otherwise it was included in the consonant sign. Even so, his 
transliterations were far from perfect, though his sign list con* 
tained twenty-three correct values—seven more than Burnotif’s, 
and ten more than Grotefend’s. If, as appears likely, he is entitled 
to be credited with the independent discovery of k and «, the 
identification of eight new values belongs to him, the other six 
being d, g{a), g(u), i, m, and t. 

Collectively, the correct values of some three-quarters of all 
the signs of the writing of the ist column had now been deter¬ 
mined, and by 1845, less than half a doaen characters remained 
unidentified. That by this time the problem of the decipherment 
of the Old Peraisn cuneiform could be considered virtually solved, 
was demonstrated by the reasonably accurate translationa which 
Lassen was able to prepare of all the Achsemenian inscripdona 
then available. Only one noteworthy item was miiaing from the 
collection, at once the least accessible and the most important: 
the record left by Darius the Great on the Rock of Behistun, 
with its 1,000 lines of writing containing ten times ss many words 
BS si I the other material combined, 

Even in modern times, the whereabouts of this extensive in¬ 
scription and its accompanying reliefs had long been known. From 
the 17th century onwards, it had been seen and described by a 
succession of visitors to Persis, Ambrogio Bembo and Jean Otter 
among them, though at first its purport was far from being under¬ 
stood. Gsrdsnne overstretched his imsginstion to the extent of 
seeing the figure of Ahurs-Masds as a cross, and below it the 
twelve apostles. Sir Robert Ker Porter, no leas biblically minded, 
came to the conclusion that the sculpture was intended to por¬ 
tray the conquest of Israel by Shalmaneser V, and that the line 
of captives symbolised the ten tribes. A few years earlier, how¬ 
ever, the more discerning J. M. Kinneir had rightly associated 
Behistun with Persepolis, and once this view gained acceptance, 
the hitherto inaccessible inscriptions acquired a new and im¬ 
portant philological significance, And as it happened, the chal¬ 
lenge presented by the problem of their transcription was met 
by the resourcefulness of a lone Englishman who, in the course 
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of his profcssionaJ duties, found himself stationed in the ^cinity. 
Entirely on his own initiative, and at first acting alone and un¬ 
aided, not only did he dedicate himself to the dangerous task of 
copj^ng the writing, but, again working on his own, he also suc¬ 
ceeded in dedphering itl 


VI 

Henry Creswicke Rawlinson waa bom at Chadlington Park, 
Oxfordahire, in t8io, and at achool, though he evinced a con¬ 
siderable talent for Latin and Greek, he also excelled as an ath¬ 
lete, thanka to an exceptionally robust physique (he grew to be 
six feet tall), When he waa sixteen, a nomination was secured for 
him with the East India Company, and he sailed for India in 
1827. On board ship, he was fortunate enough to encounter Sir 
John Malcolm, a distinguished OrientsHst and the newly appointed 
Governor of Bombay, who quickly succeeded in arousing in his 
youDg acquaintance an abiding interest in Persian affairs. As a 
result, on reaching his destination, Rawlinson studied not only 
Hindustani and Arabic, but also the language of Persia, to such 
good effect thst in 1835 he was one of several officers chosen for 
a period of service in that land, and he found himself posted to 
Kermanshah in the capacity of military adviser to the brother of 
the Shah, 

It was when he reached Hamadan, on his way to take up this 
appointment, that Rawlinson learned of the existence of the two 
Mount Elvand inscriptions, which he visited and copied. At the 
time, these trilinguals had still to be published by Burnouf, nor 
was Rawliiuon familiar, as yet, with Grotefend’s list of Old Per¬ 
sian sign values, though he was aware, without knowing the 
precise details of the achievement, that the names of three 
Achaememan rulers had been identified, Thus in his subsequent 
investigation of the Hamadan inscription, he unwittingly dupli¬ 
cated the feat of his predeceasor, in that, like Grotefend before 
him, he observed that except for certain well-defined groups of 
^ns, the two sets of writing were identical. As for the differences, 
in the 12th line of one inscription, there occurred a word (call 
it y) for which th«e was substituted a different word (say z) in 
the other, while in the 19th line of the first inscription, yet a 
third word (*) was replaced in the second inscription by the 
aforementioned y. 
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Inscription 
ist 2 nd 

xath line .... y * 

19th line .... z y 

Precisely what was to be inferred from this? Usu^ exactly the 
same reasoning employed by Grotefend more than thirty years 
earlier, Rawlinson came to the conclusion that the three groups 
of signs must represent proper names which, by their arrange¬ 
ment, were indicative of a genealogical succcaaion of three con¬ 
secutive generationa of the Persian mor^archy. In other words, 
that a King x was the father of a King y who was the father of 
a King », and that the authors of the two inscriptions were father 
and son, From this point on, Rawlinson'a wide knowledge of 
ancient Persian history left the outcome of the conundrum in no 
doubt, and the first three names he selected as being the most 
likely, in fact provided him with the correct anawer. In thia 
manner, he obtained the phonetic values of thirteen of the char¬ 
acters of the xat column, which he assumed to be alphabetic. 

At Kermanshah, meanwhile, he had learned of the extensive 
inscription to be found in the vicinity of Behistun, a mere twenty 
miles or so away. He was satisfied by this time that the writing 
on the Hamadan tablets contained no namea other than the three 
he had identified, but recollected that Xerxes, in a speech to his 
uncle Artabanue (as dutifully recorded by Herodotus) had de¬ 
clared himself to be the child of Darius, the son of Hyataspes, 
the son of Araames, the son of Ariaramnes, the son of Teispea, the 
son of Cyrus, the son of Cambysea, the son of Teispea, the son 
of Achacmcnes. Might not a similar declaration be recorded at 
Behistun, the constituent names of which would enable him to 
identify additional characters? 

As he approached hia destination, Rawlinson could see the in¬ 
scription from the highway, located some 300 feet above him on 
the almost sheer face of an isolated peak of rock which towered 
nearly 2,000 feet info the air. The climb, however, was well 
within his capabilities, and when he reached the memorial, he 
was impressed to find that it measured about 150 feet long by 
ICO feet high. Its base, conveniently enough, rested upon a nar¬ 
row ledge upon which it was possible to stand upright, and 
Rawlinson was thus brought face to face with the main Persian 
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text, which occupied five coluitins and consisted of xnore than 
400 lines of writing. On his left were three more columns con- 
taining another 250 or so lines in the Elamite (Susian) character 
and language, while directly above him, and far beyond his reach, 
were the sculptured bas-reliefs which, down through the years, 
a succession of writers bad so often, and ao variously, described. 

Of the fourteen figures, one wu evidently a king, for he 
wore a crown and was accompanied by two armed attendants. 
In his left hand, the monarch grasped a bow, and his right hand 
was raised, as if in acknowledgement, to a divinity who hovered 
overhead, and who was shown graciously returning the salute. 
The king’s left foot was planted on the body of a prostrate pri¬ 
soner, whose arms were raised in an appeal for mercy, while 
nine other captives stood in line, their hands bound behind their 
backs, and a rope about their nec^. Inunediately above and below 
these figures were a series of short epigraphs, numbering 32 in 
all (12 Persian, 12 Elamite, 9 Accadian), and to the left of the 
sculptured panel, occupying two faces of an overhanging rock 
above the Elamite columns, were more than 100 lines of the 
Accadian version of the main inscription. The equivalent space 
on the right of the reliefs was occupied by four columns of sup¬ 
plementary texts. 

This, then, was the famous Behistun inscription. Rawlinson 
afterwards estimated that the preliminary work alone must have 
required many months, and that it could not have been under¬ 
taken without the aid of an elaborate system of scafiblding erected 
for the purpose. Careful examination revealed that where flaws 
In the rock had been encountered, they had been made good by 
an embedding procesa which had entailed the use of molten lead. 
The lettering had then been engraved on the prepared sur^ce, 
and treated with a coat of ailidous varnish, despite which pre¬ 
caution, however, the writing was in places so badly weathered 
as to be illegible. Moreover, a portion of the first column of the 
Bupplementary texts (Elamite version) had been deliberately de¬ 
faced by the sculptor, that room might be made for an additional 
figure—the last member of the line of roped victims, and evidently 
the unsuccessful author of a belated attempt at rebellion. 

Bawlinson’s immediate concern was the Persian section of the 
inscription, and much of the main body of this, once the com¬ 
parative safety of the narrow ledge had been gained, was happily 
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within hi$ reach. And so, with an almost sheer drop of 300 feet 
at his back, and armed with notebook and pen^, he began to 
copy the writing. The task occupied most of his leisure hours 
for many months, and required the making of repeated journeys 
from Kermanshah to Behistun and back. But the work progressed 
steadily, and aided by the thirteen values he had secured from 
Mount Elvand, he was able to identify five groups of signs which 
occurred in the first paragraph of the Behistun inscription. One 
such group, consiatii^ of five characters (of which he already 
knew four) was evidently a reference to the Aisames of the Greeks: 

TTT ^ m ‘TtT 

A R SH A 

This name added m to hia vocabulary, an acquiaition which 
was of assistance in the identification of a collection of eight signs, 
of which he was now familiar with the first seven: 

^ ET tT TTT -TtT -< 

A R I Y A R M 

Here, the last sign was evidently n, giving Ariaramnes. In a 
third group, all six of its characters were known to him, and 
these clearly read Persia: 


^ ET Te Tr T<- 

PA R SA I YA 

A fourth word contained nine signs, of which only the first 
was unknown to him, and he recognised the term Achaemenian: 

<-<«TT TU -TtT :^< n « Tf T<- 

KH A M N I SH I YA 


The fifth group likewise offered no difficulty, as once again he 
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was familiar with «very sigtj but the first of what was evidently 

a reference to Teispes: 

Tf ^ W Tf ^ 

I s P i s 

These five names yielded an additional five characters, and 
brought his total of correct identificationB up to eighteen. Such 
was the extent of his progress, indeed, that when, towards the 
end of 1836, he at last managed to obtain information about the 
labours of Grotefend and St. Martin, it was at once apparent 
that neither of these investigators bad anything to offer him, and 
that the results of their efforts had already been surpassed by his 
own. 

Thereafter, one new name after another was identified by 
Rawlinson, providing him with a steady flow of additional sign 
values—^ from Bablrush (Babylon); k from Katpatuka (Cappa* 
dod8);/£rom Ufrsaca (Euphrates); and so on. By the autumn of 
1837, not only had he succeeded in transcribing some aoo lines 
(about half) of the Persian text, but, assisted by hii now extensive 
sign list, he bad essayed a translation of the opening paragraphs. 
The results of these labours he transmitted to the Koyal Asiatic 
Society in I^ndon, in the form of a paper which gave text, trsns- 
literation, and translation, and it is upon this document, and a 
supplement written two years later, that Kawlinson’s claims as 
a decipherer of Old Persian cuneiform rest. 

The paper was received in London early in 183d, where ita 
arrival presented something of a problem, for the uniqueness of 
its contents nude difficult an accurate assessment of its worth. 
On the advice of Edwin Norris, the Assistant Secretary of the 
Society, a copy of the communication was sent to Paris, where it 
excited great interest. Its author was at once made an Honorary 
Member of the French Asiatic Society, and steps were taken to 
ensure that he was fully informed about recent progress. In this 
way, Rawlinson was brought into touch with Bumouf, Lassen, 
and other European scholars, whose combined activities had 
already led to the recovery of almost the whole of the Old Per¬ 
sian syllabary. As for his own independent discovery of it, though 
it had entailed great daring and constituted a stupendous feat of 
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individual Bchobrship, it did not entitle its author to prior recog¬ 
nition in the matter of decipherment. But of the four remaining 
characters for which correct values had yet to he found, lUwUnaon 
was able to identify two in 1838, and to share with Edward Hincks, 
an Irish clergyman, the discovery of a third during 1846, in which 
year the value of the fourth and last of the signs was deterroined 
by Adolf Holtzmann (Fig. 5). 


VH 

Once most of the Old Persian sign values were at their com¬ 
mand, cuneiform scholars were able to give their undivided atten¬ 
tion to the writing found in the 2nd and 3rd columns of the 
Achaemerdin inscriptions. A careful search among this material 
soon revealed the existence of a succession of proper names in 
their expected positions, a discovery which established that the 
three texts were identical, and at the same time conftrmed that 
the writing ran from left to right. The notion that the three ver¬ 
sions were written in the same language, but in different char¬ 
acters, was no longer entertained, and as early as 1S24 Grotefend 
bad prepared s list of corresponding words in what he held to be 
three different languages, though he was not prepared to concede 
that sny one of the three was Semitic. 

Serious work on the Elamite version was begun by the Danish 
Sanscrit scholar Niels Louis Westergaard, who in 1843 visited 
Persia in search of inscriptions, particularly those which earlier 
transaibers had missed. He managed to obtain copies of two new 
items of importance, one from a porch at Persepolis, and the 
ocher from the tomb of Darius the Great at N^h-i«Rustam. 
This last contained an extensive list of conquered lands, and 
Westeigaard began his inveetigstions by confining his attention 
to proper names (kings and provinces). His method, in the course 
of which he first ascertained the Elamite rendering, say, of Darius 
or Persia, and then analysed the contents of the sign group in the 
light of its Old Persian equivalent, was essentially one of identifi¬ 
cation and comparison. By this means, he obtained a list of sign 
values which enabled him to transliterate words which were un¬ 
familiar to him, and thereafter to arrive at their meaning either by 
inference, or by reference to a translation of the i at column. He 
concluded that the writing of the and column was in part syllabic 
and in pan alphabetic, and from a study of the relationship of 
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vowets to consonants, he eshmated that the number of cbaractora 
exceeded i00| of which theoretical total he idendhed between 
So and 90. 

At tlUa time» the Elamite version of the Behistun inscription 
was not available* for* with the outbreak of the Afghan War in 
i$39, RawUnson had been recalled to India. The Shah then 
arranged for the BritUh Mission to be replaced hy one from 
Prance, and King Louis Philippe sent as his representative Count 
de Sarcey, accompanied by a numerous sta^ which included 
Pascal C^te and Eugene Flandin, respectively an architect and 
an artist. But although Flandin paid several visits to Behistun 
with the intention of copying the Inscription there, and even 
succeeded in climbing up to the ledge at its base, he decided 
that the proposed task was far too risky an undertaking, and the 
idea was abandoned. 

It was thus left for Rawlinson to continue the work which he 
had begun, and this he was able to do in 1S44, when he revisited 
the site with two companiona. With their assistance, he managed 
to obtain complete copies of the main Persian and Elamite texts, 
and also of all the epigraphs, though not before the difficulties 
and dangers associated with the enterprise had become evident 
enough. To resch the upper part of the Persian columns, a ladder 
was indispensable. But the supporting ledge, less than two feet 
in width, was so narrow in relation to the height of the inscrip* 
tion that steps of adequate length were unusable. On the other 
hand, after the ladder had been shortened so as to assist the angle 
of slope, it became necessary to stand on its topmost rung, with¬ 
out any support other than that which could be obtained by 
steadying the body against the vertical rock face with the left 
arm. Thus dizaily perched, and holding a notebook in one hand 
and a pendl in the other, Rawlinson unconcernedly copied the 
upper portions of the Persian text. 

Rea^ng the three Elamite columns was an even more hazardous 
undertaking. The columns were located in a recess, at the far side 
of which wss another supporting ledge. Isolated by a sheer drop 
which could only be bridged at an angle. Rawlinson then dis* 
covered that by shortening his ladder to meet the demands of 
the Persian inscriptions, it had been left insufficiently long to 
extend over the chasm in such a way that it would lie flat and at 
the same time be fully supported. An attempt to overcome this 
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difficulty was made by placing tbc ladder (which was of the wide 
Persian variety) on ^ge, with its upper aide firmly lodged at 
either end, and its underside dangling in space. Rawlinson then 
began to cross by using his feet on the lower section, while cling¬ 
ing to the upper part with his hands. His weight, however, de¬ 
tached the Iwer part from the rungs, and it went hurtling into 
space, leaving him hanging by his arms in mid-air. That despite 
this mishap, which might easily have cost him his life, Rawlinson 
succeeded in copying the whole of the Elaimte version of the in¬ 
scription, speaks aa eloquently of his determination as it does of 
his courage. 

But during 1844 Westergaard had also been busy, and in his 
efforts to decipher the contents of the and column, he was joined 
by Louis Csignsrt de Seulcy, and also by Hincka, who in 1846 
read a paper the First and Second Kinds of Persepolitan 
Writing" to members of the Royal Irish Academy. And juat when 
Rawlinson*! own memoir on the subject was nearing completion, 
he received details of the efforts of his contemporaries, and realised 
that once again he had been anticipated in his results. At this, 
be forthwith placed all hia Behlstun material at the disposal of 
Norris, who by 1852 succeeded in deciphering almost the whole 
of it. 

A. D. Mordtmann subsequently called the language Susian, as 
opposed to Weatergaard, who, following St. Martin, had named 
it Median, and A. H. Sayce, who had proposed the term Amardian. 
It was eventually established that the writing, in its final form, 
comprised a system of some ninety-six syllabic signs (represent¬ 
ing consonant-vowel and consonant-vowel-consonant combina¬ 
tions), together with about twenty ideograms and determinatives. 
Moreover, with evidence provided by inscriptions found at Susa, 
it waa shown that the language was a development of that spoken 
by the people of Elam, and in 1897, HUsing renamed it New 
Elamite. It has since been classified, somewhat vaguely, as 
Caucasian. 

From 1842 onwards, meanwhile, excavations carried out by 
P. E. Botu and Henry Layard at the sites of ancient Assyrian 
cities in Mesopotamia began to yield a rich harvest of inscribed 
tablets, the writing of which appeared to bear a dose resemblance 
to that found in the 3rd column of the Achaemenian inscriptioiis. 
Bona drew up a list of Assyrian signs, and although he could 
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not r«ad them, he contrived to assign the correct value (Sbar) 
to the first syllable of the name of Sargon (Shairukin), thereby 
enabling H. A. de Longperrier to idendfy the builder of the palace 
of Khorsabad. 

These developments inevitably directed attention ocxce again to 
BehlstuOf where it appeared that the key to the unllingual Assyrian 
tablet inscriptions was to be found. With this in mind, Rawlinson, 
in 1847, returned to the scene of his earlier activities^ on 
this occasion plentifully supplied with ropes, planks, ladders, and 
other essential equipment. The third and last of the main texts 
occupied two faces of an overhanging rock, immediately above 
the Elamite version. It was In an almost inaccessible position, 
and had he had to rely upon his equipment alone, he might well 
have failed in his tasle. He was fortunate, however, in securing 
the services of an agile Kurdish boy, who first squeezed himself 
up a chimney in the rock, then drove home a wooden peg, to 
which he fastened a rope, and afterwards tried to swing himself 
across the face of the clilf so as to reach a deft on the opposite 
side. But he was foiled in this by the projection of the rock, and 
so, hanging on by fingers and toes, the boy inched his way across 
the almost bare wsll of the precipice for a distance of 30 feet. 
He was then able to insert a second peg and attach the other end 
of the rope to it, whereafter, suspended in a makeshift painter's 
cradle, and working under Rawlinson’i directions, he took paper 
cuts of the entire text. 

The inscription, much of it badly weathered, consisted of 112 
lines of writing, to which Rawlinson gave his attention through* 
out 1848. and during the following year also. As the work pro¬ 
gressed, the similarity of the unknown language to several well 
known Semitic dialects became increasingly evident, a fact which 
greatly asaiated the task of elucidation. The sense of the writing 
WM, of course, already known from the Persian version. But 
whereas the writing of the 1st colimm consisted of relatively few 
signs, it was clear that its 3rd colunm equivalent was composed 
of hundreds of different characters, some of which stood for a 
syllable, and others for an entire word. Moreover, it seemed that 
on occuion a given sign might represent several different syiiablee 
or words, and that, conversely, a number of signs were sometimes 
used to indicate the same word (principles of polyphony and 
homophony). Nevertheless, by 2850, Rawlinson had ascertained 
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the values of about 150 characters> and aided by the Persian text, 
had determined the precbe meanings of some 500 words. 

Hincks, however, was the first to publish a list of identified 
characters, which included those representative of the vowels <3, 
i, i, u (there was no Assyrian character for 0). He showed, too, 
(bat many of the signs were syllabic, and drew attention to the 
existence of ideographs and determinatives. With this information 
at their disposal, it was possible for scholars to turn from the 
trilingual Achaemenian inscriptions to the uniiingual tablets found 
in Babylonia and Assyria, and although it was recognised that 
the languages of the two countries were undoubtedly Semitic, 
and that both were closely related, it was also evident that the 
two systems were by no means identical. Worse, it transpired 
chat two distinct methods of writing had existed in each region, 
thus multiplying by a factor of four the hundreds of signs which 
needed to be identified and understood. ... 

But, despite this formidable complication, the decipherers con¬ 
fidently claimed to be able to read the several forma of Meso¬ 
potamian writing, a claim which, however, left many aceptios 
unconvinced: among other things, they simply could not accept 
the suggestion that different signs were used to indicate the same 
word, or that a single sign could represent more than one word. 
Eventually the matter waa put to a decisive teat at the instigation 
of the mathematician William Henry Fox Talbot. He prevailed 
upon Edwin Norris, on behalf of the Royal Asiatic Society, to 
invite three or four well-known cuneiform scholars independently 
to translate an inscription on some newly found clay prisms of 
the Assyrian monarch Tiglath-pileser I, and to aubrmt their re¬ 
sults in sealed envelopes to an adjudicating committee. Fox Talbot 
himself attempted a translation, and the three others who were 
invited to do so were Jules Oppert, Edward Hincks, and, of 
course, Henry Rawlinson. The results, when examined, were 
found to be In reasonably close agreement on all essential points. 

vni 

As the work of translating Babylonian and Assyrian documents 
went on, the conriction grew among those engaged In the task 
that the language of some of the texts was not Semitic. The matter 
was brought to a head in 1855. when Rawlinson, after examining 
a tablet sent to him h:om Larsa by the archaeologiat W. Kennet 
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Lofcus, announced that the writing was la an unknown tongue. 
Hincks, in the following year, recognised that the language was 
agglutinative, but all attempts to discover ita affinities were (and 
atiJl remain) unsucceasful, perhaps with good reason, for it is in 
all probability the oldest known language in the world. 

Tlie prospects of decipherment, which at first appeared far 
from promising, suddenly and unexpectedly improved. In Meso* 
potamia, Henry Layard, after digging among t^ ruins of Calab, 
tranaferred his attention to the so-called mound of Kouyunjik. 
This was, in fact, the remains of the famous Assyrian capital of 
Nineveh, and the excavator was rewarded by the discovery of a 
priceless find in the shape of the library of King Ashurbanipal, 
amounting in all to more than 20,000 clay tablets. When a con¬ 
signment of this material was later examined by RawUnson and 
Norris at the British Museum, it was found to contain a number 
of lexicons and phrasebooki, evidently compiled with a view to 
helping Semitic students of the unknown tongue. And as may be 
imagined, the discovery of these interlinear translations was also of 
the utmost assistance to modern scholars, whose difficulties vanished 
in so far as the characters and phonetic values of the writing was 
concerned. The fact chat the language itself seemingly stood alone, 
however, greatly hampered attempts to gain an understanding of 
its grammatical structure, and even now the interpretation of uni- 
lingual texts continues to be attended by some uncertainty, though 
the general meaning can usually be made out clearly enough. 

There remained the question of ownership. As to this, a pos¬ 
sible answer was provided by a consideration of the fact that the 
appearance of so complicated a mode of writing as cuneiform 
could hardly have coincided with the emergence of the Baby¬ 
lonian Empire. It thus seemed that Its invention and development 
must be attributed to another age, if not to another people— 
perhaps a peopk of nan^Smitic stocK Might it not have been the 
case that a comparatively highly dvillsed community had been 
overwhelmed by Semitic tribes, whose members thereafter ab¬ 
sorbed much of the alien culture, even to the extent of preserving 
a knowledge of the language^ As for the identity of this hypo¬ 
thetical and long-vanished people, a clue was provided by a re¬ 
ference in an inscription to a ruler who styled himself '*King of 
Sumer and Accad'', in the light of which Rawlinson suggested 
the name Accadian for these early inhabitants of Mesopotamia. 
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Opperi, however, argued that they were more properly to be 
regarded as Sumerian, a view which ultimately prevailed, and 
the term Accadian la now applied to their Semitic conquerors 
and to the language thereof, as spoken by their auccessora the 
Babyloniana. As for the later conquerora Babylonia, while the 
majority of their royal mscriptions were written in classical 
Accadian, they actually spoke (and sometimes wrote in) a closely 
related dialect which haa since been designated Assyrian. 

It wu many years, however, before the truth of the Sumerian 
hypothesis could be demonstrated beyond all doubt, for, as its 
authors quickly discovered, it was far easier to postulate a pre* 
Babylonian, non-Semitic cultural source than it was to provide 
convincing evidence of its one-time existence. The problem was 
aggravated by the continued failure of the search for cognate 
languages, and seme ecbolars went so far as to deny the reality 
of both the Sumerians and their unique mode of speech. A lead¬ 
ing exponent of this view wu an able Semiticist by the name of 
Joseph Hal6vy. Himself a Hebrew, Hal6vy was obsessed by the 
notion that the Babylonians, to whom he traced the ancestry of 
the Jewish people, were the ultimate source of the dviJisation 
of Western Asia, and he strenuously argued against the proposed 
transference of the credit for much of this advancement to the 
non-Semitic Sumerians. The Sumero-Assyrian phrase-books he 
sought to explain away by advancing the th^ry that the Sumerian 
language, alleged and supposed, was merely a system of secret 
writing which had been invented by the Io<^ priesthood for the 
mystification of their lay customers, and the plausibility of this 
ingenious thesis, in the absence of the evidence necessary to refute 
it, led to an argument which was as proiitieaa as it was prolonged. 
Moreover, in the midst of this disputation about language, an¬ 
other controversy arose over the manner in which cuneiform 
writing had evolved. Jules Oppert held that the signs had origin¬ 
ally been pictograpbs, whereas the German scholar Friedrich 
Delitzsch maintained that the script had been developed from a 
comparatively small number of basic characters, various com¬ 
binations of which had given rise to the hundreds of different signs. 

Both of these acute differences of opinion were eventually re¬ 
solved by the discovery of Sumerian texts which not only ante¬ 
dated the earliest Babylonian records, but which also provided 
indisputable evidence of the pictorial origin of the cuneiform 
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writing. Prinutive examples of the script, as found on some hun¬ 
dreds of day tablets unearthed at Warka (ancient Uruk) during 
the years 192^31, were found to conaist of clearly recognisable 
drawings of objects. In as much as each symbol seemingly repre> 
sented a complete word, thia embryonic writing was capable of 
being read in almost any language, and it was other considerations 
which pointed to the Sumerians as the probable authors of it. 

Something of the history of the Sumerians had by this time 
been gleaned from various archaeological discoveries, and it ap¬ 
peared that by the 4th millennium b.c. they were already in 
occupation of the territory which lies between the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers at the head of the Persian Gulf, to the north 
of which was the Land of Accad, the abode of a Semitic people. 
Of the race or the original home of the intruders, nothing is 
known with any certainty, The suggestion has been made that 
by the construction of their tall, pyramidal ziggurats, the new¬ 
comers sought to reproduce on a flat alluvial plain some of the 
features of a mountainous domain, a theory which fi. Hrozon^ 
supported with philological evidence by drswing attention to the 
fact that the Sumerian word for east (im-kur-ra) would appear 
to indicate the existence of mountains in that direction, from 
the vicinity of which their remote forebears possibly came. On the 
other hand, Berossos, a native priest (3rd century b.c.) and the 
Manetho of Babylonia, tells of a legendary race cf monsters, half 
fiah and half man, which emerged from the watera of the Persian 
Gulf and settled along the coast, bringing with them a knowledge 
of agriculture, writing, and metal-working. 

At all eventa, the Sumerians founded a number of city-states, 
notable among which were those of Adab, Bridu, Lagash, Laxaa, 
Uruk, and Ur. These communidea were frequently engaged in 
mternedne struggles, and from time to time one or other of them 
would dominate the remainder. There were also wara with foreign 
neighbours, which on occasion resulted in total defeat. Thus, 
about 2450 &.C., the whole of the region was subdued by the 
Semitic conqueror Sargon of Accad, whose extensive realm also 
came to include Elam and Assyria. Under his grandson, Naraxn- 
Sin, however, the empire was overrun by barbaric hordes known 
as the Gudum. These invaders were ultimately driven out, where¬ 
after the Sumerians gained a Meeting independence, and there 
flourished the illustrious 3rd dynasty of Ur under Ur-Nazmnu 
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("King of Sumer and Accad”) and hia succeasora. But evcntuaJly, 
Ur Buifered destruction at the hands of the Elan:iite8> who were 
in turn defeated by the Amorites (Westerners), the Semitic 
founders of the ist dynasty of Babylon, whose 6th ^g, the famous 
Hammurabi, subdued the whole of Mesopotamia, by which time 
{c. 1900 B.c.) the Sumerians had lost their national ideoti^. 

Their system of writing, meanwhile, had been completely 
transformed. With the gradual elimination of curved lines, the 
original pictures had become increasingly stylised, and hence leas 
easily recognisable. The process was hastened when the angle of 
the lower edge of the reed stylus with which the signs were traced 
became broader, thus causing the impression made by the point 
of the instrument to assume its characteristic, wedge>ljke shape. 
Another fundamental change concerned the direction of the writ¬ 
ing. Originally, the characters were arranged in vertical columns 
which read downwards, and which progressed from right to left. 
But it was eventually discovered that the script could be followed 
more readily by tilting the tablet to the left, so that the eye could 
traverse it horizontally, and the mode of writing was altered 
accordingly. In effect, the characters were turned through an 
t ngle of 90 degrees, and henceforth read from left to right (Fig. 6). 
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Fig. 6. Oevdopmenc of cuneiform whang (ifeer A. Poebel). 
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The conversion to phonetic writing was assisted by the pre* 
dominantly raono-syllabic nature of Sumerian root words, to such 
an extent that by the time of the 3rd dynasty of Ur, the number 
of signs had been progressively reduced from about 2,000 to less 
than a third of this number. Individual signs, however, were 
combined to form innumerable composite characters—e.g., the 
symbols for “water” and “heaven” together signified “rain": 

WATER HEAVEN WATER OF HEAVEN 

In the course of adapting the Sumerian script to their language, 
the Semitic Accadians and their successors gave new values to 
many of the existing symbols—the Aaayriana, for instance, adopted 
the composite character indicative of “water of heaven", but 
used it ideographically to indicate their own word for rain 
(«unm). They also appropriated many other signs to represent 
syilables which variously consisted of a vowel preceded by a 
consonant (di, nu); a vowel followed by a consonant (ab, ua); 
or a vowel which was both preceded and followed by a consonant 
{gal, pap). 

Even after the complete subjugation of the Sumerians, their 
language continued to be employed for learned and aacred pur¬ 
poses, much as Latin remained in use in Europe and elsewhere 
after the collapse of the Roman empire. Nor was the art of writ¬ 
ing the only Sumerian achievement to which the Accadians, the 
Babylonians, and the Asayrians became heir. Among their many 
other accomplishments, the Sumerians evolved an elaborate legd 
code; they established recognised banking practices; they devised 
a standard system of weights and measures; they introduced wage 
atabUisation and price control; they undertook vast irrigation 
schemes; they laid the foundations of a highly distinctive archi¬ 
tecture; they studied astronomy and mathematics, dividing the 
day into twenty-four hours and the drcle into 360 degrees; and 
they produced a literature devoted to narratives about the crea¬ 
tion of order out of chaos, the innate sinfulness of man, and an 
attempt by the high gods to sweep him off the face of the earth 
by means of a flood to end all floods—epic tales which were given 
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to the world by their Semitic successors, including the Hebrews, 
who claimed them as their own. 

IX 

Up to the middle of the 19th century, the existence of the Old 
Empire of the Babylonians, let alone that of their Sumerian pre* 
decessors, was unknown. Historically, the early period of Meso* 
potamian ciTilUation was a blank, and knowledge of the region 
and its Inhabitants prior to the arrival on the scene of Alexander 
the Great, was restricted to extracts from the no longer extant 
works of Serossos, to some mutually contradictory accounts given 
by Herodotus and Cteslas, and to sundry references about the 
Assyrians and the Chaldeans (Neo-Babylonians) in the Old Testa¬ 
ment. Nor did the first results of cuneiform decipherment give 
any hint of the far-reaching discoveries which were to follow. 
The Persian inscriptions, when at last they could be read, were 
found to consiat for the most part of statements to the elfect that 
Darius (or Xeixes) was a veritable King of kings; that he was 
the son of Hystaspea (or of Darius); and that he was responsible 
for the building of this palace (or that stairway). The extensive 
memorial at Behiatun, it is true, was more informative, in that 
it provided or confirmed historical detaili which were hitherto 
unknown or in doubt On the other hand, the Elamite and 
Accadisn versions of all these Inicripciona merely repeated what 
had already been said. 

It was at this juncture that the excavational acdvitlea of Botta, 
X^yard, and others began to bring to light an ever-increasing 
number of unilingual inscriptions, most ^ which were written 
in the character and language of the 3rd of the Persian columns. 
Not only did these cunedbnn texts appear on the walla of palaces 
and temples, but they were discovered on bricks and on founda¬ 
tion stones, on boundary markers and on gate sockets, on prisms 
and on cylinders. And ^ere were also recovered, at first in their 
hundreds, and then in their tena of thousands, the ubiquitous 
baked clay tablets, upon which were recorded a seemingly end¬ 
less array of mortgage deeds, marriage contracts, promiasoiy- 
notes, itemised accounts, legal codes, official communicationa, 
royal correspondence, not to mention a superabundance of myths, 
spells, omens, rituals, hymns, lamentationa, liturgies, prayers, and 
the like. 
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It was a careful examination of material which ilnally 
established chat Assyrian culture was essentially Babylonian, and 
that the Babylonians and the Accadians, in tum> were heavily 
indebted to the Sumerians. Although the Assyrians, as the con¬ 
tents of their libraries showed, were great collectors of the literary 
works of their predecessors, their own contribution amounted to 
little more than official records of their kings and their conquests. 
The story thus unfolded is one of continuous slaughter and de¬ 
struction, of cities besieged, taken, and consigned to the dames, 
and of whole populations Impaled on stakes, or blinded, dis¬ 
membered, and I^c to die in heaps. It all makes grim and horri¬ 
fying reading, even in a century which haa witnessed the liquidation 
the Kulaks, wholesale exterminations of the Jews, and the 
annihilation of entire cities by atom bombs. 

So-called fimmu lists, found among the Assyrian records, re¬ 
flected the custom of naming each year after some high dignitary, 
beginning as a rule with the king, and of recording the outstanding 
events which took place during his period of office. In addition 
to providing information about the order of Assyrian monarchs 
and the lengths of their reigns, these lists have on occaaion 
afforded clues of vital chronological import, u happened in the 
case of the following entry opposite the name of Pur-Ssgail, 
Governor of Gozan: 

Revolt in the city of Ashur. In {the month of) Sivan then toot 

an eelipst <f the tun. 

This passing reference to an astronomical phenomenon enabled 
the event in question to be identified as a total obscuration of the 
sun, visible at Nineveh and lasting 2 hours 43 minutes, which 
occurred on 15 June, 763 b.c.. with the result that the purely 
relative sequence of dates asaodated with it could then be fixed 
in terms of an absolute chronology. A aimilar feat was attempted 
by F. X. Kugler with the aid of the ao-called Venus tablets of 
Ammi-zaduga, zoth king of the ist dynasty of Babylon. These 
tablets, which concern astrological omens, were based upon ob¬ 
servations of the planet after which they were named, but their 
usefulness is conditioned by the fact that the various astronomical 
phenomena involved repeat themselves approximately every 275 
years, thus leaving the investigator with a choice of possible 
dates. 
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In pursuance of their astrological beliefs, the Babylonians were 
assiduous observers of the heavens, and at a date unspecified and 
unknown, their star-gazing led to the discovery of the Saros, a 
period of 22$ lunar months, at the end of which the moon re> 
rums almost exactly to its original position in regard to the sun 
and its own nodes and perigee. Which is to say, it was found that 
the conditions which make for solar and lunar eclipses le-occur 
at intervals of eighteen years (more precisely, some 6,585 days), 
and the ancient soothsayers were thereby enabled to predict the 
occurrence of these celeatial events, an accomplishment which no 
doubt did much to enhance their reputations in the more dubious 
realm of astrology. As to this, such was the importance attached 
to oracularities that no monarch thought of engaging in war, or 
of letting out on s journey, or of disposing of an unwanted wife, 
without first being assured of a favourabie outcome, any more 
than one of his subjects considered starting up in business, or 
of moving to a new address, or of cheating his best friend, with¬ 
out first ascertaining the attitude of the high gods to the proposal. 
Nor were the planets the sole source of advance information. For 
those trained to observe it, the future was also to be seen in the 
entraila of ammaJs, in the flight of birds, and in the pscteraa 
which formed when oil was poured on the surface of water. 

The department of divination, it goes without saying, waa 
strictly an ecclesiastical one, and an unquestioning belief in the 
efficacy of the process was no doubt regarded as a cardinal artide 
of faith. But as the records show, even in those days there were 
sceptics who were not prepared blindly to accept the doctrine of 
divine revelation on the mere word of those whose busineaa it 
waa to dispense and profit by it. More, this theological preten¬ 
sion was chaUenged on ethical grounds, and against it was raised 
the very real problem of human misery and inequality, Why, it 
was asked, if the high gods were just, all-seeing and all-power^l, 
and hence In full control of terrestrial events, were evil-doers 
allowed to prosper at the expense of the righteous, who were so 
often called upon to endure hardship and suffiering? To this ay 
from the heart, which has continued to echo down through the 
ages, there was, alas, no convindng response, and even in these 
days of monotheistic enUghtemnent, there is a lingering suspicion 
that the question remains unanswered and unanswerable. 

Just as the astrological actividea of the Babylonians led to useful 
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discoveries in astronomy, so by their interest in animal Interiors 
they acquired an extensive knowledge of anatomy, and thereby 
earned for themselves a considerable reputation for siugical skill. 
The Babylonian physician who resorted to the knife, indeed, 
could not afford to make mistakes. The law, not content with 
invoking the death penalty for quackery, prescribed that a doctor’a 
hands should be cut off if, after he had opened a wound with a 
metal scalpel, the patient subsequently died. With these and other 
penalties hanging over his head, the wonder ia that the medical 
practitioner was not legialated out of existence, though much re* 
lieving of human ills was attempted by means of massage and 
poulticing, and by a judicious administering of herbal remedies 
and mineral preparations. Textbooks exist which liat measures 
appropriate in the case of afflictions of the head, teeth, and eyes, 
and of snake bites and scorpion stings, treatments which were 
combined with powerful exorcisms designed to oust the causative 
demon or demons. 

The accounts recording these and other achievements of the 
ancient peoples of Mesopotamia attracted the attention of a much 
wider audience in modern times when George Smith, a member 
of the staff of the British Museum, announced in >$72 that, 
while examining material recovered by Hormusd Basism, Layard’s 
assistant and successor, he had come upon a fragmentary refer* 
ence to a Babylonian account of the Deluge. Such was the extent 
of the populv Interest which this statement srouaed that the 
Doily TtUgraph advanced the sum of z,Ooe guineas to enable 
Smith to visit Nineveh in search of the remainder of the story, 
and much of the missing material wu, in fact, recovered. Other 
copies and versions came to light later, and it transpired that the 
Deluge reference was but part of an epic story which told of 
events in the life of Gilgamesh, the semi-divine, semi-human son 
of the mother goddess Nin*Sun, and that the narrative, which 
in its final form occupied twelve tablets, each recounting an ad¬ 
venture in which the hero of the story was in some way con¬ 
cerned, was evidently a composite tale made up of what had 
originally been a series of disconnected myths and legends. 

The story operw with Gilgamesh as the 5th and not very 
popular King of Erech, who has ordered that all the young men 
of his domain shall undertake the construction of a protective 
wall round the dty. The people eventually call upon the goddess 
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Arum to turn the king away from hU oppros^ve purpose, and 
she responds by prevailing upon a hunter named Enkidu to visit 
Ercch, The king and the new arrival become friends, and suc¬ 
ceeding tablets describe a number of adventures they have to¬ 
gether. In the 6th account, Gilgamesh is wooed by Ishtar, the 
goddess of love, but the intended ^ctim, who is well aware that 
if be succumbs to the lady's charms, it will mean his end, ignores 
her blandishments. The slighted goddess then calls upon her 
father Anu to avenge her, and he answers her appeal by sending 
a ferocious bull to attack Gilgamesh who, aided by Enkidu, 
manages to dispose of the creature. 

In the yth tablet, Enkidu contracts a dread disease from which, 
in the Sth instalment, he dies. The next two portions of the story 
describe the wanderings of Gilgamesh in search of one Ut* 
Napishtim, who is regarded with ^vour by the high gods, and 
from whom Gilgamesh hopes to learn how to escape the fate 
which has overtaken his friend. In the course of his joumeylngs, 
he enoountera lions and scorpion-men, not to mention the goddess 
Sabitu, guardian of the Sea of the Dead. At first she Is unfriendly 
toward him, but is eventually persuaded to permit him to make 
a voyage which st last brings him to Ut-Napishtim. In the nth 
(Deluge) tablet, Ut*Napishtim reveals the remarkable manner in 
which he, the favoured one of the gods, escaped the wrath from 
on high. He then informs his listener of the existence of a magic 
weed which will restore his youth. Gilgamesh obtains some of 
the life-giving plant, but, before he can derive any benefit from 
it, it is snatched from him by a demon in the guise of a serpent. 
And in the isth and last episode, a disconsolate Oilgemesh is 
vouchsafed t sight of the departed Enkidu, from whom he re¬ 
ceives a not very encouraging impression of the shadowy exist¬ 
ence which awaits him in the Land of No Return. 

The story told to Gilgamesh by Ut-Napishtim, as given in the 
I ith of the twelve accounts, describes how the high gods, gathered 
together in the city of Shurippsk, decide to eliminate mankind 
by means of a great flood. The intention was that the extermina¬ 
tion should be complete, but Ea (otherwise Enki), the god of the 
deep, ostensibly addressing himself to a reed hut, by this aobter- 
fuge warns Ut-Napishtim of the impending disaster, and instructs 
him to avoid the danger by building a ship, six stories high, each 
containing nine compartments. Ut-Napishtim hastily sets to work, 
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malung the v«s 8 «] watertight by smearing it with pitch, inside 
and out. He then herds his family on board, accompanied by a 
representative selection of animal life, and awaits events. A tre^ 
mendous storm then breaks upon the world and, after sbt days 
of unprecedented flooding, only Ut-Napishtim and his corci> 
pardons remain alive. On the seventh day, the tempest abates, 
and as the waters gradually recede, land la seen. On the eighth 
day the vessel drifts on to the mountain of Nisir, and there lodges. 
But a dove, later let loose, can find no resting place, and comes 
back to the ship. So does a swallow, sent off the ne^ day. Finally, 
a raven is despatched and, when it does not return, the voyagers 
cautiously emerge, and give thanks for their deliverance. 

Other aimllarities between Sumero-Babylonian legends and the 
Old Testament record have also been found. Asburbanipal'a lib¬ 
rary contained seven clay ublets on which were inscribed a 
Creation Epic known as ‘‘When in the height. . .’' from the first 
two opening words of the text. The poem, amounting to some 
994 lines in all, concerru the origin of the universe, and describes 
the coming forth of the gods from chaos. The forces of disorder, 
represented by Apsu and the she-dragon Tiamat, are overthrown 
in battle by Marduk, ably assisted by Ea and the seven winds. 
After killing Tiamat, the triumphant Marduk cuts the monstrous 
body into two, and fashions the heavens out of one portion, and 
the earth out of the other. Then he arranges the starB in their 
courses, and finally creates man out of an admixture of blood and 
clay. Significantly, the Hebrew word {tthom) for the watery chaos 
out of which order was brought is another form of the Babylonian 
name for Tiamat.... 

As for the events which followed the creation of man, the very 
name Eden is Bsbylonian {tdinu, “plain**), while that its supposed 
location was in Mesopotamia is confirmed by the Hebraic refer- 
ence to the great river with Its four branches, one of them named 
Euphrates, and another Hiddekel, s.s., Xdigat, or Tigris. Account, 
too, must be taken of the discovery of a Sumerian cylinder in¬ 
scription which reveals the existence of an early woman-from-rlb 
story, and relates how Enki and Ninhursag, as the occupants of 
an earthly paradise, were surrounded by no leas than eight for¬ 
bidden fruits, and of how their fall from grace waa occasioned, 
not by the low cunning of a serpent, but by the wiles of a fox. 

Nor are these correspondences confined to the Book of Genesis. 
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At the beginntfig of the present century, the de Morgan expedi> 
tion to Susa discovered (in three pieces) a black diorite stele 
covered with some 3,600 lines of cuneiform writing. Examination 
revealed that the monument had originally been set up in the 
great temple of Marduk at Babylon, and that it had been carried 
oS to the Elamite capital by a raiding party. On it were written 
the SumerO'Babylonian laws as codified by the great Hammurabi, 
a compilation which, with its stipulaciona about marriage and 
divorce, hire purchase and property rights, slander and adultery, 
ncpt only afforded a most infonoative glimpse of Babylonian affairs, 
but also revealed itself, by a series of parallels so extraordinary 
that much of the phrasing was repeated word for word, as the 
undoubted fount of Mosaic Law ( 

All this need occuign no aurprise, when it is recollected that 
the Old Testsxnent record incorporates a wealth of oral material 
which, over a period of more than i,eoo years, was gradually put 
into written form by a succession of Hebrew editors and redactors, 
some of whom were undoubtedly in close contact with the peoples 
of Egypt and Babylonia during the years of the Sojourn and the 
Captivity. As for those who still subscribe to the belief that 
the sacred writinga of the Hebrews are original, inspired, and 
inerrant, the existence of these extensive borrowings, chough 
hardly capable of refutation, should prove to be less of an em* 
barmsment than the list of Neo-Babylonian and Persian mon- 
archa to be found in the Book of Daniel, a reference which the 
secular records incontestably show to be incomplete, muddled, 
and in part fictitious. 
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16. HUdte hierogl^h». 17. Hirate omeiforiD. This day td)Iet from So^aS'Keui 

OHitauu cnagicaJ rituais against pestHence. 

(flKMoa: The British Museum) 
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CHAPTER IV 


SOME SUBSIDIARY SYSTEMS 
I 

An unexpected outcome of archaeological research during 
the TQth century was the discovery that over a period of several 
hundred years, there had douriahed in northern Syria and Asia 
Minor (Anatolia) a powerful and hitherto unknown empire which, 
in its day, had rivalled those of Egypt and Babylonia. Its founders, 
it appeared, were the descendants of migrants who made their 
way into Armenia and Cappadocia prior to aooo b.c., and these 
forerunners, identified as the Luvians, were closely related (so 
their language suggests) to a more powerful tribal group which 
later followed and absorbed them. As for the people of Hatti, 
the indigenous inhsbitants of the region thus occupied, they were 
completely subdued by the newcomers, upon whom, however, 
they contrived to exert s marked Infiuence, linguistically and 
otherwise. 

What ia now termed the Old Kingdom of the empire estab> 
lished by the intruders is assodsted with the name of Labarnash 
(or Tabarnash), e. i 6 $o D.c,, a leader whose grandson, Mursilia I, 
transferred the capital to the site of Hattushaah, the chief 
Hatti city (now Boghaz Keui—Gorge Village), and in all prob« 
ability the Pteria of Herodotus. By the capture of Aleppo, 
Mursilis emended his sphere of interest to northern Syria, and as 
a result of a daring raid upon Babylon, he also brought about the 
downfall of the famed dynasty of Hammurabi. Hie subsequent 
assassination by a brotber>in>law was followed by a period of 
unrest through^ the kingdom, but order was eventually restored 
by one Telepinush, who prevailed upon the nobles to introduce 
legislation governing the succession to the throne. Regarding the 
happenings of the next century and a half, however, litde is 
known, except that during this period the Old Kingdom dU- 
integrated, and that for a time the people of Hatti (as the Baby¬ 
lonian and Assyrian accounts refer to them) seem to have come 
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under tht rule of the neighbouring kingdom of Mitanni, and to 
have paid tribute to Tutmosis IH of Egypt. 

The New Empire was inaugurated by Tudkhaliash II (c. 1430 
B.C.), though its growth was at first retarded by the presence of 
the Mitanni in the east, and by Egyptian occupation of Syria in 
the south, and hia succesaon had to face a series of internal up> 
risings in one district after another. It wu not until the energetic 
Shubbiluliu attained the throne that the aituation was brought 
under control by strong measures at home, and by artful action 
abroad. Among his neighbours were the Amorites, whose terri« 
cory was sandwiched b^een the kingdom of Mitanni and the 
cicy-statea of Phoemdai both of which areas were at that time 
lo^ to Amenophis III of Egypt. Shubbiluliu prevailed upon the 
Amorite leader Abdashirta to make a diversionary atta^ upon 
the Phoenicians, while he led an army across the Euphrates against 
the Mitanni. Thereafter, the unsuspecting Amorites, having served 
their purpose, were set upon by Shubbiluliu in turn, who thus 
added their recent Phoenician conquests to his own, and so be* 
cime the moat powerful monarch in Western Asia. 

Considerable light has been thrown on this dramatic chain of 
events by Egyptian records, wherein there are references to the 
people of a country called Ht (the usual English rendering of 
which is Kheta), with whom the Egyptians had come into contact 
SI a result of the expanaionist activities of Tutmoaia I, a Pharaoh 
who penetrated far beyond the tradirional confinea of the Nile 
valley, and actually reached the banka of the Euphratei. This 
incursion was consolidated by Tutmoais III, who in nineteen 
years fought no less than seventeen campaigns, in the course of 
which he conquered Palestine (Battle of Megiddo, 1479 b.c.), 
Phoenicia, and Syria. 

The story of bow these territorial gains were later thrown away 
was reveal^ by the discovery of the Tell el-Amarna Letters, an 
accumulation of official correspondence which was accidently 
unearthed by an Egyptian peasant woman in 1887. The docu¬ 
ments, in the form of several hundred clay tablets, were Inscribed 
in cuneiform, and written, for the most part, in Accadian, the 
diplomatic language of the period. They proved to be a scries of 
highly informative administrative and other exchanges which had 
passed between Amenophis III and Amenophis IV (Akhnaton), 
and various vassals and independent foreign rulers, including 


SOMB SUBSIDIARY SYSTEMS EI5 

thoss of Babylonia, Assyria, and Mitanni. And they showed that 
whereas Axnenophls HI, by maintaining friendly relations with 
Tushratta, King of Mitanni (to whom he was related by marri¬ 
age), had managed to retain control over the Asiatic possessions 
bequeathed to him by his predecessors, his son Akhnaton, the 
religious reformer, by a policy of studied disinterest and neglect, 
had let these hard-won acquisitions slip from his country's grasp. 
In the course of a few disastrous years, not only were Egypt's 
dependencies relinquished one after another with hardly a move 
being made to save them, but Artatama, the brother of the King 
of Mitanni. encouraged no doubt by this evident lack of leader¬ 
ship. joined an anti-Egyptian group and entered into an intrigue 
with Shubbiluliu, a move which led to the murder of Tushratta 
and to the loss of Mitanni independence. 

In the years which followed, the Pharaohs Seti I and Bamesea 11 
fought valiantly but in vain to retrieve the lost empire in its 
entirety—in the end, Palestine and southern Phoenicia were aU 
that could be recovered. The struggle eventually led to the inde- 
diive Battle of Kadesh, and though Rameses publicly declared 
the outcome to be a great Egyptian victory, privately he appears 
to have appraised the situation somewhat more realistically. At 
all events, ^er spending a disheartening three years putting down 
a number of uprisings which subsequently took place in Palestine, 
he eventually signed a treaty of peace and alliance with the enemy, 
the essence of which was that the Pharaoh, as the winner, received 
yet another foreign bride to add to his already impressive collec* 
tion of wives, while the King of the Hatci, as the loser, was con¬ 
soled by his being allowed to retain sovereignty over Syria. But, 
from this point on, the power of the Hattl Empire began to wane, 
and Anatolia was eventually overwhelmed by an irruption of 
Thracians, Phr)^ian$, and other (Aegean) Peoples of the Sea. 
Assyrian recor<U, however, continue to refer to Syria as the Land 
of ^e Hatti, whose eastern capital at Carchemish remained in 
being until it was captured by Saigon 11 in 717 a.c., whereafter 
the empire and its people disappeared from ^e pages of history. 

While much of this information was being pieced together from 
the newly deciphered Inscriptions found in neighbouring lands, 
additional evidence which pointed to the one-time existence of 
a powerful kingdom in Asia Minor and Syria was being collected 
from this region of Western Asia Itself. In xSia, J. L. Burckhardt, 
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aa intrepid Swiss tiaveller who risked his life exploring Arab 
lands in the guise of a devout follower of Mohannned (in those 
days, his only guarantee of safe conduct), found himself in the 
Syrian town of Hama (ancient Hamath). And herOi set in the 
wall of a bouse In the bazaar, he noticed a stone covered with 
what appeared to be a form of hieroglyphic writing, though the 
signs bore little resemblance to the familiar Egyptian characters, 
fiurckhardt duly reported the discovery in an account of his jour* 
neyings which he published some years afterwards (Trat^U in 
Syria end the Holy Land, London, 1822), but half a century 
passed before the matter claimed any attention. Eventually, J. A. 
Johnson and S. Jessup, two American visitors to Hama, observed 
several more of these inscribed blocks, similarly embedded in the 
walls of buildings. The hoscUiCy of the natives, however, pre¬ 
vented the making of accurate copies, a problem which resolved 
itself when William Wright, a missionary stationed at Damascus, 
arrived on the scene in the company of the Turkish Goverivor of 
Syria. This high official, in the face of considerable public unrest, 
ordered the removal of the stones to Constantinople, though not 
before Wright had obtained casta of the markings, one set of 
which he despatched to the British Museum. 

Other examples of the strange writing, meanwhile, often in 
association with rock carvings, or in the vicinity of the remains 
of ancient dries, had been noted in widely separated parts of 
Alia Minor—at Boghar Keui by C. Texier and W. Hamilton, at 
Ivriz by £. J. Davis, and at Bor, Euyuk, Bulharmaden, Sipyios, 
and elsewhere by other observers—and in 1874, Wright ventured 
to aKfibe the writing to the Hitrim (Hittites) mentioned in Heb¬ 
raic records, a suggestion which was taken up by A. H. Sayce, 
who subsequently announced the discovery of what he believed 
to be a long-forgotten empire. 

In the flomewhat uncertain light of Old Testament references, 
however, the proposed identification was not without its difficul¬ 
ties. While on the one hand It was here indicated that Syria was 
the homeland of the Hirrites, on the other they were listed, to¬ 
gether with the Horites and the Perizzites, the Amorites and the 
Jebusites, as just another of the luckless tribal groups which had 
the misfortune to reside in the coveted Land of Canaan. More¬ 
over, preconceived ideas about racial affinities were also destined 
to be upset. As the “Sons of Heih” who dwelt in Hebron in 
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Abrahamic times, the Semitic background of the Hittitea bad 
long been taken for granted, and Indeed the very names of indi¬ 
viduals mentioned in the Hebraic accounts—Abumelech, Bphron, 
Uriah—seemingly provided coniliinatlon of this assumption. 

Among the Tell eUAmama Letters, however, were two docu¬ 
ments addressed to Tarchundaraos, King of Ar2awa (a domain 
on the Mediterranean seaboard), written in an unknown language. 
And significantly enough, this same tongue was later encountered 
in a few fragments of text which were discovered in the vicinity 
of Boghaz Keui. This linguistic evidence was studied by the 
Norwegian scholar J. A. Knudaton, who announced In 1902 that 
in the course of his examination, be believed he had found Indo- 
European characteristics—a suggestion which was greeted by so 
many expressions of incredulity and disbelief on the part of lead¬ 
ing phildogists that Its author, much abashed, was constrained 
to withdraw It. 

The importance and implications of the fragment of text found 
at Boghaz Keui, however, did not go unrecognised, and Hugo 
Winckler contrived to secure a concession to dig there on behalf 
of the German Oriental Society. Excavations were carried out in 
1906-7, and again in 1911-22, as a result of which more than 
10,000 cuneiform tablets were recovered, the majority of them 
written In the unknown language of the Aruwa letters, which 
was thus revealed to be the official tongue of the Hittites, while 
other of the documents, couched in Accadlan, left no doubt chat 
Boghaz Keui had been the capital city of the empire, and that 
the Kheta of the Egyptians, Hatti of the Babylonians, and 
the Hitdm of the Hebrews, were one and the same people. It 
was also dear that the Hittites had made use of two di^erent 
scripts (cuneiform for their daily needs, and hieroglyphic for 
monumental purposes), and at least two different languages (Acca- 
dian and Hictite). As regards these, the situation was that the 
cuneiform writing (evidently acquired directly or indirectly from 
the Babylonians) could be read and understood in Accadian, and 
read widiout being understood in Hittite, while the hieroglyphic 
script (seemingly an independent invention, inspired by its Egyp¬ 
tian counterpart) was neither readable nor intelligible. In these 
drcumstances, it was obvious that any immediate prospect of 
decipherment lay with HIttite cuneiform. 

With the death of Winckler in 1913, the study of the Boghaz 
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Keui texts was entrusted to a group of Assyriologists, and sensa- 
tionaJ results were almost at once achieved by the Czech scholar 
BedfichHroson^^.who, between 1914 and 1916 not only deciphered 
the language* but also showed that it was essentially Indo- 
European, as Knudston had earlier supposed. 

At the onset, in the absence of bilinguals, Hrozon^ had to con> 
tend with a collection of syllabic and ideographic signs which he 
could read (since the script was of the familiar Mesopotamian 
variety), but which he could not understand- Apart from the 
occurrence of proper names in the writing, he was assisted to 
some extent by the faa that the Hittite scribes often had resort 
to Babylonian word signs, just as a writer in English might find 
it convenient to make use of such Latin expressions as in situ, 
or vue vena. The meaning (though not necessarily the Hittite 
prOQuodatlon) of odd words could thus be made out, and the 
process was assisted by the fact that these substitute words were 
irregidarly placed, so that a comparison of duplicate texts on 
occasion provided added information. 

One such word sign which Hrozon^ seized upon was the ideo¬ 
gram NINDA, meaning ‘'bread”. It occurred in a sentence which 
Cransliterated as: 

Nu vadar-ma tkuteni. 

From evidence provided by other examples, there was reason 
to suppose that the ending -an of NINDA~an was the termina¬ 
tion which denoted the Accusative Singular, while the word 
"bread" might weU be expected to be accompanied by the equi¬ 
valent of the expression "to eat”. This meaning was accordingly 
aacribed to the esAu- of iZMatem, the ending of which, from 
occurrences elsewhere noted, suggested the phrase "you eat, you 
will eat”. Furthermore, as the words vadar-tna ekuteni had as 
their counterpart NXNDA~an ezzatent, it appeared likely that 
vadar, as the equivalent of "bread”, referred to a drink of some 
kind—at which junaure the word “water" at once presented 
itself for consideration. But in this eventi ehutem must signify 
‘'you will drink”, so that the complete sentence seemingly read: 

New you mil eat bread, then you will drink water. 

Given the correctness of this interpretation, the affinity of the 
Hittite tongue with well-known languages was clearly evident: 
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Hittite 

Nu 

Ezzateni 

Wadai 


Gerynan 

Nun 

Esaen 

Waaser 


English 

Now 

Eat 

Water 


Moreover, once this all-important relationship had been eatab« 
lishcd, it wad relatively easy to detect other close resemblances to 
familiar Indo-European forms: 


Hittite 

Uk 

Kwis 

Kwiskwis 


Latin 

Ego 

Quid 

Quisquia 


English 

I 

Who 

Whoever 


Th)S> then, was the basis of Hrozon^’s decipherment of the 
language of the Hittite cuneiform writing, and of his contention 
that, by its structure and its vocabulary, it revealed itself to be 
essentially Indo-European. But in his initial enthusiasm, the in¬ 
vestigator tended to claim rather more than was justified by the 
facts, for, AS it later transpired, though It wss without doubt 
basically Indo-European, the language of the cuneiform texts had 
been influenced very conaiderably by a number of alien tongues. 
As a result of the changes thus brought about, philologists found 
themselves unable to accept many of the meanings which Hrozon^ 
had assigned to Hittite words on the strength of a similarity to 
their supposed Indo-European equivalents, and not a few authori¬ 
ties, ruling no less incautiously from one extreme to the other, 
rejected his findings in their entirety. Fundamentally, however, 
Hrozon^’s solution was sound, as was confirmed by further re¬ 
search during the next decade and, by 1925, most of the leading 
cuneiform scholars had acknowledged the fact. Since then, a 
reasonably satisfactory understanding of the language has been 
gained, and in 193$ E. H. Sturtevant was able to publish a glos¬ 
sary which listed more than 3,000 Hittite words and their 
meanings. 

With tlus knowledge had come an appreciation of the compli¬ 
cated nature of the Hittite racial affinities, for, as early as 1919, 
Emil Forrer had announced that no fewer than eight different 
tongues were to be found among the Boghaz Keui tablets. Of 
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these, however, only Hitdte &nd Accadisn appeared to have en¬ 
joyed an official status, for these languages largely predonvuiated. 
But some tablets were inscribed in the Hurrian tor^e of the 
people of Mitanni, and in the Ayran language spoken by tbeir 
rulers, while yet others were written in Sumerian (seemingty 
studied, but not spoken); in Luvian (a close relative of Hittite); 
in Palaic (also of Indo-European origin); and in Hatdan, the 
language of the aboriginal inhabitants. To this collection, more¬ 
over, a ninth now needed to be added, for despite hopes to the 
contrary, it had become evident that the language of the Hittite 
hieroglypha, though it was related to that of the Hittite cuneiform, 
was not identical with it 

Attempts to decipher the Hittite picture writing, meanwhile, 
bad been going on ever since the recovery of the Hamath stones 
in 1872, though with little success. A preliminary examinatior) 
showed that the lines of script were intended to be read boustro- 
phedon fashion, in that they progressed alternately from right to 
left, and from left to right. It also appeared that the first line 
of an inscription might start at either end, though it was observed 
that the opening word was usually to be found on the right. 
The direction of writing, however, was at no time in doubt, as 
heads and similar portrsyals invariably faced towards the begin¬ 
ning of the line. But the characters were unusual in that in an 
early monumental fonn, they were elaborately carved in raised 
relief, whereas in a simplified cursive i^le, later developed, the 
signs were incised (Fig. 7). 


Monunental 



□ 

□ 

( 0 ) 

Cursive 

d 

</ 

B 

0 


Pig. 7. Hittite hiereibphe—RMAuraenbU sad cunive forms. 


A possible clue to the meaning of a few of the signs was pro¬ 
vided by A. D. Mordtmann in 1863, when he published a de- 
scripaon of a ^ver boss or seal, said to have been acquired by 
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a dealer in Smyrna. It was a coin>shaped object^ in the centre of 
which was shown standing a iigure holding a stave, surrounded 
by xmniaxure pictogtaphs, the whole encircled by a marginal area 
containing cuneiform signs. Prior to the appearance of Mordt- 
mann’s account, the seal had been offered for sale to the British 
Museum, where it had been subjected to a critical examination 
by Henry Rawlinson and Samuel Birch, both of whom came to 
the conclusion that it was a fake^Birch supposing that it was 
a copy, cast from a atone original, and Rawlinson concluding that 
it was an out-and-out forgery. In the face of these unfavourable 
opinions, the Museum declined to buy, though the opportunity 
was taken to have a number of wax impressions made. In x 880, 
however, A. H. Sayce, after careful study, became convinced that 
the centre figures were Hittlte hieroglyphs, and that they were 
surrounded by their cuneiform equivalent^that the seal, in other 
words, was a bilingual. But whatever the merits of this, the much 
disputed Tsrkondemos Boss, it could at best afford little help to 
the decipherers, if only because the supposed hieroglyphic counter¬ 
part of its ten cuneiform signs amounted to no more than sue 
symbols-^ut of a total of more than aoo. 

Although many of the hieroglyphs were easily recognisable, in 
that they dearly depicted parts of the human body, the heads of 
animals, articles of furniture, and so on, this was no great aid 
when it came to determining how the symbols were to be read, 
and inevitably guesswork largely prevailed. At all events, out of 
a dozen or more attempted decipherments, no two were in agree¬ 
ment, and R. S. Thompson, in proclaiming the result of a study 
of some new texts recovered from Carchemish in 1911, almost as 
a matter of course began by explaining how little his findings had 
in common with those of other investigators, induding A. H. 
Sayce, R. Rusch, P. Jensen, C. R. Conder, and A. Gleyel Even¬ 
tually, even some of the would-be decipherers began to realise 
that little or no progress was being made, and in 1924 Jensen 
expressed the belief that in the absence of an extensive bilingual 
key, the prospect aeemed hopeless. 

What was required, it was evident, was a new approach by 
^esh minds, unencumbered by preconceived ideas, a need which 
was in due course met by the efforts of five scholars of diverse 
nationality—H. T. Bossert (German); P. Meriggi (Italian); B- 
Hrozon^ (Czech); E. Forrer (Swiss); and I. J. Gelb (American). 
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At fu^t working indepeDdently, these Uve have succeeded in 
reaching a considerable measure of agreement concerning the 
phonetic values of many of the signs, and an instructive insight 
into some of the methods which were employed is provided by 
I. J. Gclb’s HittiU Hmo^lyphs, 1 , II, III (Chicago, 1931, 1935, 
1942). From the combined works of his predecessors, publi^ed 
during the previous fifty years, Gelb found himself able to accept 
the reading of barely a dozen signs, attributable to Sayce, F. E. 
Peiser, Jensen, A. £. Cowley, and Carl Frank. Among these signs, 
whose meaninga were hardly in doubt, were: 

iC 

SiVlM* MA»R 

Although he was inclined to accept the genuineneas of the 
Tarkondemos Boss, and also that of several other bilingual seals, 
Gelb, like others before him, found a much more useful source 
of information in the geographic names which appeared on the 
monuments. In as much aa the presence of these names was 
indicated by the appropriate determinative (single or double 
mountain peak), there was no difficulty in detecting them, though 
their correct identification was, of course, another matter. The 
precise whereabouts of Carchemish, for example, long famous aa 
an important Hittitc centre on the Euphrates, were unknown until 
George Smith recognised that it was the modem Jerablus. Again, 
although it was reuonable to suppose that if a certain place name 
frequently appeared in a group of inscripiiona, the reference 
would in all probability be to the particular location concerned, 
this did not help very much unless aomething of tlie history of 
the aite was known from outside sources— e.g., a reference to it 
by name in Assyrian or Greek accounts. 

In the event, five sites fulfilled the necessary conditions, re¬ 
spectively those of Haleb, Hamath, Tunni, Gurgam, and Car¬ 
chemish. Of these, Carchemish (first read by Jensen as long ago 
as 1894) was the most important, for its name-group occurred 
with great frequency and offered as many as fourteen variant 
spellings, of which the following may be taken as a typical 
example: 
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Gelb noted that the hrat aign was regularly followed by a synibol 
(i^) which, from the fact that it was, however, omitt^ on two 
occasions, he deduced must serve as a phonetic complement. But. 
if this were so, the £rst sign was thus shown to be ideographic. 
This £rst sign, moreover, was known to occur only in this one 
place name, and in the name of a god which was also exclusive to 
Carchemish, the inference being that the name of the city incor* 
porated the name of a patron deity. With the assiatance of the 
Assyrian rendering of Carchemish (Karkaxnel), the Hinite form 
emerged as Karka(kR)-me*ss*wa-si-(city). 

In all, the phonetic values of a score of syllable-aigns were 
established by this means. But it soon became evident that the 
method had its limitations, and to supplement the information 
obtained in this way, Gelb essayed the onerous task of making 
a complete concordance of all the worda (aa indicated by the 
word ^vider) and groups of words which appeared in the in¬ 
scriptions. a task which entailed a prior listing of each individual 
sign and its variants. Thereafter, working on the assumption that 
the Hittite hieroglyphs, aa a form of writing, were broadly divi¬ 
sible into two categories—ideograms and phonograms—he en¬ 
deavoured to distinguish the one from the other. In this, he was 
assisted by his word list, for examination showed that certain 
signs appeared only at the beginning of words, never as a gram- 
madctl ending. Hence it seemed that in a word consisting, say, 
of five signs, the first and second, and perhaps also the third, 
of these symbols could be regarded as ideographic, whereas the 
fourth and fifth characters must repr^stnt phonetic values tohose 
furution was to assist the reading of the preceding signs. 

As a result of pursuing rhia reasoning, Gelb reached the im¬ 
portant conclusion that the Hittite hieroglyphic writing contained 
rather less than slx^ phonetic signs, a number too large for it to 
be alphabetic, and yet Insufficient for it to be syllabic. But if the 
writing were not alphabetic, it must be syllabic—a paradox to 
which a possible answer was provided by the special case of the 
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Japaoese and Cypriot syllabaries, tn which the oumber of signs 
(respectiTely forty^seven and hfcy-six) was much reduced by virtue 
of the ^ct that, at any rate In writing, these systems made no 
distincdon between voiced and voiceless consonants, and were 
restricted to the use of signs expressing either a vowel alone, or 
a cooaonant plus a vowel. G«Ib thus concluded that in the Hitdte 
hieroglyphs, there were no signs beginning with a vowel, e.g., op, 
and no closed syllables, €.g., pam-y and that there were only syU 
labks ending in a vowel, «.g., pa, while closed syllables could be 
written only by using two lylUbies, each ending in a vowel, e.g., 
pam^pa and mt. 

In all, he was able to asrign values to about i^ty of the syllabic 
signs, more chan half of which be regarded as reasonably certain 
(Fig. 8). And his results, generally, have been justihed by the 
finings of the other invesdgacors, who have, ^ course, made 
their own particular contributions—the ascribing (by all four) of 
the value tcu to the commonest of all the signs; the identifying of 
the letter u by Boisert and Meriggi, from its occurrence in the 
name of a king of Hamath, U(ra)-hi-I:-na»sa; the recognition of 
the letter t by Meriggi and Hrorony; the identification of the 
relative pronoun and other forms by Forrer; and so on. Inevit* 
ably, there were some items about which the investigators agreed 
to differ—a sign which Hroson^ and Gelb were aure represented 
the letter «, fiossert and Meriggi preferred to read as rd. Even 
so, by 1949, as the result of a long-stutained process of comparing 
and cridcising one another’s hndlngs, the five Hittologists had 
succeeded in establishing an agreed list of phonetic values. But 
while very considerable progress in the decipherment of the writ¬ 
ing bad thus been made, the problem of the language remained. 
Thus, notwithstanding the fact that the inscriptions could be 
read in part, they still remained largely unintelligible—at which 
juncture the finding of an fittensive and long awaited bilingual 
was announced! 

The initial dlKOVery had been made in 1946, when Bossert, 
exploring among the foothills of the Taurus mountains in the 
company of Halet (pambel, happened upon the fortified hilltop 
posts of Domuztepe and Karatepe, located on either side of the 
Jeyhan River (the andent Pyramos). Operations began in 1947, 
and although some attendon was given to the lower and sDuIler 
ruin of Doniu2tepe, the main escavadoos were carried out at 



VOWELS 







n 


t 

© 

¥ 




¥ 

-CD 

O ' 

s\ 


Mil 

wm 


tt 

c 




















ni 




[S‘ 


A 


A 


r\ 


a 




VvV 




A 




<t> 


A 




HI 111 III 






© 








Fig. 8. Hiniw bieroglTphic syllftbarr (after 1. J. Gelb). 



























































LOST LANGUAGES 


126 

Karatcpe, which was approached by two T-shaped entrances, 
flanked by insaibed and sculptured alabs. And in each case, the 
left-hand inscriptions were written in Old Phoenician, while those 
on the right proved to be Hittite hieroglyphic I It was established 
later that, although the Semitic rendering contained at least one 
line which was omitted from its Hittite counterpart, the two ver¬ 
sions were very nearly identical, ao that at long last investigators 
had at their disposal a single bilingual text, twice repeated, which 
was of sufficient length to give rise to the expectation that it 
would enable a better understanding of hieroglyphic Hittite to 
be gained. 

A number of Semitic scholars were provided with copiea of 
the Phoenician inscription, in the expectation that an agreed inter¬ 
pretation would assist the elucidation of the Hittite section. It 
was thus learned that the Karatepe fortress had been built by, 
and named after, a local ruler called 'Zwtd (Asitavandas), and 
that this monarch had been assisted in his rise to power by a 
certain ’Wrk (Avarikus), King of Dnnjm (Adana). "TTie wording 
ended with a curse directed at violators of the inscription, a male¬ 
diction which did not prevent the destruction of the citadel by 
f)re. Various considerations combined to suggest that it had been 
built not long after 700 B.c. 

As a first instalment, ten lines of the Hittite version of the in- 
Bcription, containirig fifty-five words, were in due course made 
available by Bossert, together with a translation, whereupon Oelb 
published s detailed analysis, using quadruple lines of print which 
gave (]) a sign-by-sign transHteration; (2) the corresponding tran¬ 
scription, i~i., the linguistic features; (3) an English translation 
based on the knowledge of hieroglyphic Hittite prior to the 
Karatepe discovery; and (4) a second translation, made in the 
light of the newly found material. 

In the event, items (3) and (4) were In remarkably close agree¬ 
ment, though a comparison with fiossertis translatioA was less 
satiafactory. Gelb's conclusion was that while the Karatepe bi¬ 
linguals generally confirmed existing knowledge of hieroglyphic 
Hittite grammar and writing, they appeared unlikely to add 
greatiy thereto, though they did promise to provide a most useful 
extension of the vocabulary. But, as M. J. Melllnk has remarked, 
the full impact of these eplgraphic discoveries remains to be 
seen. 
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Much has be«n kdmed, meanvt'hile, from the Hittite cuneiform 
records. Most of this material was recovered from the ruins of 
Boghaz Keui, and was thus manifestly earlier than 1200 B.c., at 
about which time the destruction of the city took place. In cer> 
tain instances, more precise dates can be assigned to tablets by 
virtue of their contents. Thus, among some correspondence was 
found a letter relating to a rec^ueit which had been received from 
Rameses 11 (1292-1225 a.c.), calling for a shipment of the highly 
prized wonder metal iron, the secret of the production of which 
was at that time a Hittite monopoly. 

The documents (following J, B. Pritchard) may be conveniently 
classiiied as Historical, Invocational, Mythological, Ricualiatic, 
and Legalistic. The historical material includes the Hitdte ver¬ 
sion of the famous treaty between Hattushiiish III and Rameses II 
of Egypt, the details of which were already known from inscrip¬ 
tions carved on the walls of the Temple of Amon at ICarnak. Since 
Accadian, aa the Tell el-Amarna Letters revealed, wu the lingua 
franca of the period, it was evident that the Egyptian version, 
with its reference to a silver tablet sent by Hattushiiish to Rameses, 
who had “made his frontier where he wished in every land“, was 
a translation. And from the cuneiform original it was clear that 
the Egyptian account had been subtly edited to make it appear 
that it was the Pharaoh who had granted peace, though in other 
respects the two copies of the treaty were substantially the same, 
it being agreed that aggression was to be renounced, and replaced 
by a defensive alliance. 

Another treaty, made between Shubbilullu and Mattiwaza of 
Mitanni, also provided information of historic interest, in that 
it described the manner in which the King of the HattI had 
crossed the Euphrates and conquered one Mitanni province after 
another. Equally informative was an account given in the Annals 
of the conqueror, subsequently compiled by hia son Mursilis, 
from which it was learned that when in the country of Karkamis 
(Caichemisb), Shubbilullu had sent some of hla forces to the dis¬ 
trict of Amqa (in the vicinity of Lebanon), a raid which caused 
Egypt much concern, as that country was then without a king, 
the Pharaoh having recently died. No doubt after mature con¬ 
sideration, the bereaved queen (whose name is givers as Dakhamun) 
sent an envoy to Shubbilullu, requesting the hand of one of his 
sons in marriage. At first, the Hittite king was indlned to regard 
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this unprecedented oiTer as a trick, and he played for time. The 
queen, however, reproached him for his distrust, whereupon 
Shubbilulm hesitated no longer. 

The 6e<^uel to story (not, alas, a happy ending) came to 
light through a passing reference m another text. Among various 
Hitdte pnyera^includii^ a Daily Prayer for the king, and a 
Prayer to ht Spoken in an Emergency—was found the so-called 
Plague Prayer o£ MursUis. In this petition, MuraUia aaka forgive* 
neaa ^om on high for various transgressions, including the afore¬ 
mentioned attack which his father had nude on the Egyptian 
territory of Amqa. This raid, it appears, bad resulted in the 
taking of some prisoners, and by way of retribution (or so it 
seemed to Mursilia) the gods had caused these captives to carry 
a dread pestilence with them into the land of the Hatti, whose 
people had been sorely troubled thereby for the past twenty years. 
And in the course of this tale of woe, It ia revealed that although 
Shubbililiu, acting in good faith, had earlier answered the Egyp* 
tian queen’s request for a husband by sending her one of his 
sons, the youth had been waylaid en route and treacherously done 
to death, presumably on the orders of a rival Egyptian aspirant 
to the throne. 

The culprit is not named, but the Ute husband of the widowed 
queen is referred to in the Annals as Bibhuniriyaa (a parallel text 
gives the variant Nibhururiyaa). Modern scholars at first con¬ 
sidered that this Bibhuniriyas might be Akhnaton himself, but 
he baa since been identified, with some probability, as one of this 
Pharaoh’s sona-in-law. Akhnaton was the father of six daughters, 
but he left no male heir to succeed him, and after his death the 
throne was occupied brlefiy and in turn by two youthful suc¬ 
cessors, the second of whom was the well-known Tutankhamen. 
And it was his consort, Akhnaton’s third daughter Enkhosne- 
paaton, it la now believed, who wrote offering herself and the 
crown of Egypt to a son of Shubbiluliu. As for the plotter who 
did not stop at murder to foil the queen’s intention of marrying 
a foreign prince, it may weU be that he revealed his Identity by 
occupying the throne himself. At all events, the next ruler of 
Egypt was the priest Ay, a close associate of Akhnaton. 

Among numerous (if badly preserved) mythological texts found 
at Boghaz Keui are copies of the Gilgamesh legend, written In 
several languages, induding AccadUn and Hittite. A series of 
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local epics, which also deal with the activities of the gods, con¬ 
cern The Moon That Fell From Heaven, and The Song of 
Ullikummis. A typical example, entitled Kingship in Heaven, 
tells of the olden days when Alalua ruled aloft. During the ninth 
year of his reign, his leadership was contested by a powerful deity 
who rejoiced in what, to Anglo-Saxon ears, was the somewhat 
improbable name of Anus. In the ensuing struggle for power, 
Alalus was vanquished, and sought refuge in the dark earth below. 
Anus then ruled in his place, until his authority was challenged 
in turn by one Kumarbis. Recognising the superiority of hia 
opponent, Anus attempted to flee to safety, as Alalus l^d done 
before him. But Kumarbis caught him by bis feet, dragged him 
from the sky, and then, in the euphemistic words of the chronicler, 
“bit his knees". Having thus deprived the unfortunate Anus of 
his manhood, Kumarbis added insult to injury by swallowing the 
evidence, whereupon the victim of this outrageous assault solemnly 
gave warning of dire consequences to follow. As a result of this 
action, Anus declared, there had been implanted within Kumarbis 
s heavy burdcrv in the shape of three gods-to-be—the mighty 
Storm-god, his attendant Tasisus, and the river Aranashss 
(Tigris). . . . Hereafter, the text is much broken, but it appears 
that the Storm-god duly developed within, and made good his 
escape from, his unwilling host, whom he afterwards defeated in 
battle. Thus the Stoim-god assumed the kingship of heaven, and 
became the chief HUtlte deity. 

Among various rituals which the texts enumerate are those de¬ 
signed to counteract Sorcery and Impotence, the one which con¬ 
cerns this last affliction being an involved procedure which calls 
for such edibilities as loaves, figs, grapes, chaff, and grain, and 
the use of the fleece of an unblemished sheep, not to mention 
the services of a virgin and a eunuch. There are also rituals against 
Pestilence and Domestic Quarrel, and for the Erection of a New 
Palace. The Removal of a Threat Implied by an Evil Omen is 
likewise dealt with at some length, the essence of the procedure 
being the bringing of a healthy prisoner of war to a sanctuary, 
where a priest anoints him with the oil of kingship. After various 
ceremonies have been enacted, the officiating cleric then declares 
“This man is the king..." (and, addressii^ himseli to the powers 
of evil) “pursue ye this substitute". The prisoner is then released, 
and sent back to his own country, his relief at this unexpected 
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good fortuxte no doubt heavily overshadowed by the impending 
doom which has been wished upon him. 

Rules and regulations governing the duly accredited representa¬ 
tives of the high gods on earth, range from edicts about cleanliness 
to precautions against fire. Seemingly, the accidental burning 
down of temples had occurred with such alarming frequency 
in the past that a nominal penalty was no longer considered to 
provide sufficient insurance sgaiost it. Hence the warning chat in 
the event of any trouble of this kind, all those in the temple at 
the time, together with their families, would suffer death. There 
were also revealing references to the fate of offerings to the gods, 
in that the temple attendant was reminded that whatever silver 
or gold was entrusted to him, he was merely the caretaker. Simi¬ 
larly, when oxen were driven into the presence of a god as food, it 
was strictly against the regulations for a priest to select a fattened 
specimen, and to substitute therefor a lean animal of his own... . 

Other directives are addressed to Commanders of the Guard 
and tc members of the Palace Staff, the instructions to the last- 
named being designed to '^ensure the king's purity". There ia a 
warning agaiiut carelessness in the preparation of the royal meals 
(the king’s god, if not the king himself, will always be watching), 
and water carriers in particular are called upon to strain the con¬ 
tents of their pitchers—an occasion is cited on which the royal 
eye detected s hair in the drink, a diKOvery which the culprit, 
one ZuUyas, did not long survive. Also under penalty of death, 
shoemakers are enjoined to use only oxhides taken from the palace 
kitchen, while all personnel, from cooks to bakers, and from cup¬ 
bearers to tsble-men, must swear an oath of loyalty to the king 
every month- 

To the populace u a whole there applied a body of laws which 
had evidently been inspired by the earlier Code of Hammurabi. 
The collection is represented by two tablets (a third seems to be 
missing) known as "If anyone ..." from the opening phrase of 
many of its items. In the time-honoured manner, a distinction ia 
made between the free man and the slave, and monetary com¬ 
pensation payable to the latter Is usually half that due to the 
former. Thus the recognised penalty for biting the nose of a slave 
is 15 silver shekels (the price of a horse in pasture), whereas the 
Injured person, if a free man, received double this sum. Simi¬ 
larly, the mutilation of a man’s ear entailed a penalty of 6 or 12 
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shekels, according to the atanis of the victim. Inexplicably enough, 
a bitten nose appears to have been adjudged a greater hurt chan 
the loss of teeth (by knocking out) or of an eye: auch relatively 
minor injuries cost the aggressor no more than 10 or 20 shekels 
respectively. In the same way, penalties imposed upon offenders 
varied in accordance with tJ^Ir rank. A free man who killed a 
snake while pronouncing another man's name was liable to a fine 
of I silver mina (50 shekels), whereas a slave who committed this 
grave offence forfeited his life. Other enactments relate to a series 
of probable and improbable family situations, and to relationships 
between the sexes. But the greatest cause for concern, judging 
by the amount of legislation concerning it, was the high incidence 
of stealing. Of the 200 odd items listed on the two tablets, no 
less than a quarter relate to theft of one kind or another. The 
comprehensive nature of the regulations may be gathered from 
the ruling that if a dog devours s consignment of lard, and the 
owner of the lard finds him out, he is legally entitled to kiU the 
animal, and to recover from the stomach thereof hii missing 
cooking fst.. .. 


tl 

From the head of the Persian Gulf, extending in a wide arc 
along the Tigro^Euphrates valley as far as Carchemish, and there- 
after curving seawards and following the Mediterranean coastline 
in the direction of Egypt, is a great semicircle of cultivable land 
which J. H. Breasted, contrasting it with the barren mountains 
and deaerts which border it on either side, aptly termed the 
Fertile Crescent. And from about 3500 b.C. onwards, It is believed, 
there poured into this uberous region from the inhospitalities of 
the Arabian peninsuls, a succession of peoples who were linguis¬ 
tically, if not racially, closely related—the Semites. 

Among the first of these migrants were the forerunners of the 
Accadians and the Babylonians, and at intervals of about 1,000 
years they were followed by the Amorites (from whose ranks 
the Canaanites emerged), by the Aramaeans (of which family the 
Hebrews were a branch), and by the Nabataeans. Inevitably, the 
latecomers tended to encroach upon the territorial acquisitions 
of those who had preceded them, and so It came to pass that the 
Nabataeans disposseased the Edomites (who had earlier ousted the 
Horites), while the Israelites forcibly occupied much of the Land 
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of Canasn (by sU accounts, on the somewhat dubious grounda 
that it had been promised to them, apparently without reference 
to the existing inhabitants). Ultimately, those sundving Canaanltes 
who were not absorbed by the interlopers retained only a narrow 
strip of country along the Mediterranean seaboard (now shared 
by Lebanon and Syria), which was subsequently called Phoenicia 
by the Greeks. 

The boundaries of this region were not precisely defined, and 
down through the centuries its coastal length vailed from 150-200 
miles, according to the vagaries of the prevailing political situa¬ 
tion. In this confined and fiuctuating area, the Canaanites soon 
outgrew the available agricultural resources, and to avoid starva¬ 
tion they were forced to harvest the sea as well as the land. For¬ 
tunately, the mountains of Lebanon were well stocked with cedar, 
and this wealth of timber provided ample material for boat¬ 
building. Moreover, from these same mountain heights, the distant 
outline of Cyprus could be seen, and visitetions to the island led 
to the eitablisbment of a colony there. 

Thus committed to a seafaring existence, the PboenicUna under¬ 
took the exploration of other adjacent lands, and bartered goods 
with the local inhabitanta. And from simple traders, they developed 
into manufacturers, one of their most celebrated products being 
a handsome purple dye, extracted from molluscs, and used to 
colour the woven goo^ which they made from wool provided by 
neighbouring shepherd tribes. Thereafter, in their role of manu¬ 
facturers and merchants, they built up a great commercial empire, 
and their goods and services became known throughout the Medi¬ 
terranean area. Eventually, greatly daring, Phoenician sailors ven¬ 
tured beyond the Pillars of Hercules (Straits of Gibraltar), and 
so encountered the enormous waves of the Atlantic, and beheld 
the inexplicable phenomenon of the tides. In the new world thus 
opened up to them, they founded Cades (Cadix) in Spain, and 
visited the Scilly Islea (if not Cornwall, as some authorities sup¬ 
pose) to obtain supplies of tin. But their greatest maritime achieve¬ 
ment was undertaken at the inatlgatlon of the 26th dynasty 
Pharaoh Necho (609-593 B.c,), who is said to have re-dug an 
ancient canal connecting the Nile with the Red Sea. From this 
point of departure, the Phoenidana sailed in a southerly direc¬ 
tion, hugging the coast and landing to plant and reap a crop each 
autumn. In the third year of their unprecedented journey, they 
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at last saw ahead of them the familiar Pillars of Hercules, and so 
reached Egypt once again after having dreiunnavigated the Afri¬ 
can continent. Herodotus subsequently expressed his disbelief in 
the accomplishment, on the grounds that the voyagers claimed 
that, in the course of their Journeyii^, they beheld the sun on 
their right-hand alde-Hi supposedly incredible detdl which would 
hardly have been invented, and which thus confirms both the 
account and the feat. 

No less important were the cultural activities which the pere¬ 
grinations of the Phoenicians engendered. In the foreign lands 
where their trading posts were established, it may be supposed 
that local inhabitants were employed in the capacity of agents, 
and that, as such, they were initiated into the mysteries of read¬ 
ing and writing, and the keeping of accounts. It was in some 
such manner, no doubt, rather than by way of the legendary 
Cadmus, that the Greeks received the Semitic script, if not in 
the form of a consonantal alphabet (as has long been held), then 
in the guise of a syllabary without vowels (as Gelb maintains). 

Until the second decsde of the present century, the earliest 
known example of this writing was that found on the Moabite 
Stone, the thirty-four-Une inscription of which commemorates 
the successful revolt of King Mesha against Ahab of Israel (e. 
869-850 B.C.). Other inscriptions, e.g., that on the Ahiram sarco¬ 
phagus, have since been found which take the so-called alpha¬ 
betic writing back several hundred years, and which suggest that 
from sbout 1550 b.c. the Csnaanites were busily experimenting 
with half a dozen different kinds of writing, including cuneiform. 
Prior to 1930, however, little in the way of historical or other 
records attributable to the Canaanites could be found, and the 
conclusion was reluctantly reached that the missing documents 
must have been written on perishable materials such u papyrus 
or parchment, and that these had long ceased to exist. This sup¬ 
posed loss was particularly lamented by those biblical scholars 
who, mindful of the Babylonian and Egyptian parallels to be 
found in the older portions of the Old Testament, had enter¬ 
tained hopes that, following the Conquest, some of the later 
books, e.g., those of Job, Ezekiel, and Isaiah, might afford evid¬ 
ence of Canaanite infiuence upon the Hebrews, and that a study 
of the source of such borrowings might possibly provide explana¬ 
tions of certain obscure and difficult scriptural passages. 
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In the meantime, early references to Phoenicia were to be found 
fn foreign accounts, notably those of Egypt. The so>cailed Palermo 
Stone (part of an ancient stele, set up in 5th dynasty times) records 
that the Pharsob Snefru (c. 2650 B.c.) despatched an expedition 
by sea to a port on the Lebanese coast, where his representatives 
acquired 40 shiploads of cedar logs for boatbuilding and other 
purposes. From then on, he and his successors maintained a pro* 
prietary interest in the area until, with the advent of Tutmosia 
in, almost the whole of Phoenicia was conquered and claimed 
by Egypt* Thereafter, the territory remained subject to the 
Pharac^ for nearly four centuries, undl it was lost to the empire 
by iadhference at home, and by diplomatic intrigues abroad, as 
tit Tell el'Amarna Letters diadosed. 

This famous and informative correspondence also revealed that 
by 1400 B.c. the Phoenician coastline, from Mount Carmel north¬ 
wards, was dotted with dty states possessed of towns and harbours 
of considerable importance—Acco, Tyre, Sidon, Berytus, Byblos, 
Simyra. Arvad, and Ugarit. With one exception, the sites of all 
these once ^mous porta were soon Identified. Acco, the modern 
Acre, Unda mention in the conquest lists of TutmosU III, while 
in the Amarna Letters ita (ocal ruler is accused by Burraburiash 
U, King of Babylon, of plundering his caravans. As a stepping 
atone to the rich Plain of Bsdraelon, and southern Galilee, the 
town was of strategic importance, and was one of the objectives 
assigned by the Hebrew high command to the tribe of Asher 
(who failed to talce it). 

The fabulous Tyre, now known by ita Arabic name of Sur 
(wck), was built upon an island adjacent to the mainland, a loca¬ 
tion which made it difficult to besiege^t held out against 
Nebuchadreaaar for no leas than thirteen years (585-573 B.c.). 
Its reputation for near*impregnability, however, was later shattered 
by Alexander the Great, while en rouit for Egypt after defeating 
the Persians at the Battle of Issue. He solved problem of mili¬ 
tary assault by laboriously constructing a causeway from shore 
to island, and took the citadel by storm in seven months, where¬ 
after 3,000 Tyrians paid for their temerity with their lives, and 
30,000 others were sold into slavery. 

The equally famous Sidon, hailed as the mother of Tyre, 
achieved auch renown in Homeric times that it gave its name to 
the whole of Phoenicia, whose people came to be known as 
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Sidoniaos. The Saida of to*day, it U one of the most ancient of 
the coastal cities, and even in the ist century A.D. its reputation 
for venerableneas was such that Josephus ascribed the founding 
of it to a grandson of Noah. Its long and stormy history was 
terminated for a time as the result of a revolt against Artaxerxes, 
an abortive uprising in the course of which the entire town was 
set ablase, and 40,000 of its citizens roasted alive in their homes, 
whereafter the disgruntled Persian leader consoled himself by 
disposing of the smouldering rubble heap for the price of the 
melted gold and silver it contained. 

As for the remainder of the ancient ports mentioned in the 
Egyptian records, Berytus was idemlBable as the modern Beirut, 
Byblos was the present-day Jebail, Simyra had become known as 
Sumra, and Arvad or Aradus (like Tyre, once an island city) was 
now Ruad. Only Ugarlt and its site remained unknown and un¬ 
discovered, and despite much effort on the part of archaeologists 
and others, all attempts to determine its whereabouts failed. And 
when the mystery was eventually solved, it was by accident, not 
by design. 

A few miles to the north of Latakli (ancient Laodloea), oppo¬ 
site Cyprus on the Syrian coast, is Minet el-Beida, the White 
Harbour of the Greeks. In this vicinity, on 2$ April, 1928, while 
engsged in ploughing a field, a native encountered a flagatone, 
the lifting of which disclosed a subterranean passage. The pass¬ 
age led to a burial chamber, which the discoverer proceeded to 
rifle in the immemorial manner. But word of the find reached the 
alert ears of the local Governor, who passed on the news to the 
Bureau of Antiquities In Beirut. As a result, the site was visited 
by C. Virolleaud, who found some rubbish in the tomb, but little 
else. But when, in due course, a plan of the sepulchre was placed 
before RenS Dussaud in Paris, he at once observed a close re¬ 
semblance between it and the vaulted tombs of Mycenae, while 
among the rubbish aforementioned he found remnants of Aegean 
pottery belonging to the 2nd mlllenniuia b.c. In view of this 
evidence of overseas Infiuence, which pointed to the existence of an 
ancient seaport In the vicinity, the Insiitut de France despatched an 
archaeological expedition to the area, headed by C. F. A. Schaeffer, 
with Georges Chenet as* his co-worker and companion. 

The work of excavation was begun almost exactly a year a^r 
the making of the initial discovery, at first in the vidnicy of what 



LOST LANGUAGES 


136 

proved to be e neaopolis, and then at the nearby mound of Raa 
Shanua (Fennel Head)^ a do'foot high hill overgrown with the 
aromatic plant from which it took its name. And it was this ex¬ 
tensive accumulation of man-made debris which proved to be the 
site of the ancient city to which the necropolis and harbour of 
Minet el-Beida belonged—the long-lost Ugarit. 

The cosmopolitan assodationa of this Canaanite city were shown 
by the varied nature of the finds. It was clear, moreover^ that these 
infiuences had at times been at variance with one another. Pieces 
of a great sphinx, made of green stone, bore a hieroglyphic in¬ 
scription which showed that the carving was a gift to the city 
temple from Amenophis 111 . Put this and other Egyptian statues 
bad been deliberately broken, no doubt at the instigation of the 
invading Amorite leader Abdsshirta, or by the followers of the 
scheming Shubbiluliu, whose purpose in Phoenicia Abdashirta 
served. At all events, a statue of the Hittite deity Teshub was also 
unearthed. 

From this and other evidence, something of the history of the 
site was gradually pieced together. The lowest level of the mound 
showed signs of occupation during the Neolithic period (5th 
millennium &.C.). Between 300c and 2000 a.c., signs of ethnic 
changes marked the arrival of the Canaanites, who subsequently 
established strong ties with Egypt. From about 1750-1550 b.c. 
this association was interrupted by the Hyksos invasion of the 
Nile valley, but was afterwards continued until the Amama period. 
As a result of Mictite incursions, the King of Ugarit then, per¬ 
force, acknowledged the suserainty of Shubbiluliu (as copies of 
bis correspondence with this powerful monarch show). Later, 
the city came under Egyptian control once more, and so remained 
until it was invaded by Achaeans from Mycenae. The final blow 
fell towards the end of the 12th century, when the region was 
overrun by the Assyrians under Tiglath-pileser I, in the course 
of which campaign Ugarit was so effectively destroyed that it 
ceased to exist. 

It was this abandonment of the site which helped preserve for 
posterity the most important find of all—portions of the missing 
Canaanite literature, unexpectedly in the guise of clay tablets 
inscribed in cuneiform. The first of these priceless records was 
discovered during the second month of the excavations (May, 
1929), and led to the finding of a room, divided by three pillars, 
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which had eridently served as a libraiy. Examination of the docu> 
meats brought another surprise. Although some were in the faml' 
liar Accadian scripC> the majority proved to be in an unknown 
writing which appeared to consiat of no more than twenty-seven 
(a number later increased to thirty) cuneiform characters, ap¬ 
parently alphabetic I 

More of these unusual tablets came to light later. The originals, 
meanwhile, numbering about fifty, many of them fragmentary, 
were published with commendable promptness by Virolleaud, 
who at once interested himself in the question of their decipher¬ 
ment, as did Hans Bauer of the University of Halle, and the French 
scholar P. Dhorme, then at the £eoU BibUque, in Jerusalem. All 
three were highly trained Semiticista (an important prerequiiiCe, 
as will be seen), while both Bauer and Dhorme possesaed a con¬ 
siderable knowledge of ciphers (Dhorme had been decorated by 
the French Government for some outstanding work in this field 
during the First World Wat), 

In as much as neither the language nor the writing was at first 
known, the problem appeared much more difficult than it actually 
was. The fact that cuneiform charactcra had been used suggested 
that the inventors of the script must have been influenced by the 
conventional Accadian writing. But here, apart from the fact that 
both scripts progressed from left to right, the similarity ended. 
It was as though some of the familiar Roman letters of to-day 
had been adopted for use in a novel alphabet, in which the accepted 
phonetic values had been changed about, to which rearrangement, 
moreover, some new aymbola had been added. On the other hand, 
the fewness of the signs suggested that the writing must be alpha¬ 
betic, or at any rate phonetic—and it is a cardinal principle of the 
theory of decipherment that such a writing must admit of inter¬ 
pretation if the underlying languagt can he determined. 

What, then, was the language? In pondering thia all-important 
question, the decipherers independently came to the conclusion 
that the most likely answer, having regard for geographical 
and other circumstances, was that it must be Semitic, in all 
probability a Canaanite (Phoenician) dialect. This basic assump¬ 
tion was supported by a number of considerations, e.g., by a 
noticeable tendency towards trihterality (individual words, 
most conveniently, were separated op some of the tablets 
by vertical strokes); by what appeared to be certain grammatical 
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characteristics; and by the discovery of a Hebrew word» grzn 
{^arzen^ on an axe. 

On a simiiar bronze tool, Viiolleaud came across half a dozen 
characters which he took to be the name of the owner or manu¬ 
facturer (in fact, the symbols stood for the title rh khnm, as Dhorme 
later showed). The same six characters also occurred at the be¬ 
ginning of one of the tablets, where they were preceded by three 
vertical strokes. Virolleaud boldly assumed that the text was in 
the form of a letter or similar communication, addressed to the 
person bearing the name (tide) he had elsewhere discerned, and 
that the three strokes represented the preposition "To", i.t., the 
opening words of the missive read "To rh kkrm'*^ He accordingly 
identified the three vertical strokes In terms of the Semitic lamtd, 
"to", and gave the sign in question the value " 1 ". He then com¬ 
piled a lilt of all the words he could find containing this symbol, 
and searched among them for possible Semitic equivalents, in 
particular for common expressions and titles. He quickly hap¬ 
pened upon the three-letter word; 

TTT t>- 
M L K 

which suggested the Hebrew mlk (king), a meaning seemingly 
confirmed by a similar word of four letters, evidently the plural: 

-T TTT t>- 
M L K M 

Another word containing the tell-tale letter " 1 " proved to be 
the name of the god Baal: 

U- < TTT 
B ‘ L 

and yet others were identified as spellings of the numbers "three" 
and "thirty". Virolleaud had by now secured the letters /, m, k, 
b, c, and t (from B’lt), at which point he came upon a tablet 
which appeared to be an itemised account, containing a column 
of figurea. He was able to distinguish the words hms (five), U 
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(w), (seven), fmn (eight), ‘srk (ten), hms ‘srh (fifteen), and 
Smn *srk (eighteen), and, after this, deciphennent was virtually 
automatic-^ was given by Dgn (Dagon), and confirmed by gpn 
(nne); s was obtained from zt (olive), and additional proof as 
to its correctness furnished by arz (cedar), zmr (slog), and 'z 
(strength). Similarly, t was revealed by ht (sceptre), th (good), 
and ip^ (judge), i by (throne), and so on. 

Dhorme and Bauer, meanwhile, were working along similar 
lines, though for a time the last-named was puzzled by the use, 
on a dozen or more occasions, of -r as a suffix, unfil he finally 
tumbled to the fact that it was intended as an abbreviation for 
the word **dheep". He had begun by determining the relative 
frequencies of the various signs, and had then essayed to identify 
certain suffixes, prefixes, and monosyUabic words, assisted by a 
knowledge of their probable Western Semitic equivalents, and by 
the fact that in this tongue the letters i^, m, and to belonged to al! 
three categories. In this manner, he arrived at the following alter* 
native values for several of the unknown characters, here num* 
bered from i*4: 

1 or 

2 or Ivan 

3 0r4-» 

40 r 3 -r 

Thereafter, employing the probable word technique, Bauer 
searched for and found the word ''king", thus verifying that 
and hence that i He was also successful In recognising 
the written numbers "three" and "four", and the names of lead¬ 
ing deities, among them El, Baal, and Astarte, and in the event, 
it was he who first published a preliminary decipherment. The 
account appeared in the Vosstchzrt Ziitung for 4 June, 1930, and 
the American scholar W. F. Albright, who chanced to be in 
Jerusalem in the stimmer of that year, presented a copy of the 
report to Dhorme, who at once perceived that be was mistaken 
in two of his values. Following ViroIIeaud in a search for words 
containing the letter " 1 ", he had duly identified Baal, and thus 
armed with the consonant "b", had elsewhere read 611 as btf 
and VU 9 wrsa. This confusing of "n” with "t", and of "t” with 
"a", as may be imagined, adversely afected his prospects of 
identifying Semitic words, in that a phrase such as "Not now. 
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but next month” transliterated as "Ton tow, tub texn motnh”. 
Once this simple bi^ most misleading error was corrected, Dhorme 
was able to make a rapid advance which increased the number 
of correctly ider^dfied symbols to twenty. Bauer, in turn, acknow* 
ledged this step forward, and by Octol^r had increased the total 
to twenty*five, whereafter Virolleaud rounded off the achieve^ 
meot Thus, between them, the three acholais solved the problem 
of the Ugaritic language and writing In a matter of a few months 
(the essentials of Bauer’s investigations were completed in pre¬ 
cisely one week |}-^ae of the quickest cases of decipherment on 
record. 

Some twenty years after this achievement, added confirmation 
was provided by the contents of a small tablet, unearthed in the 
course of subsequent excavations at Kss Shamra. This document 
gave a complete ABC of the cuneiform script, which was here 
shown to consist of thirty signs, in which listing the twenty-two 
conventional Phoenician characters were shown in their correct 
order, interspersed with additional consonants, some of which 
were known to have disappeared from the West Semitic speech 
during the 12th century b.c. or thereabouts (Fig. q). The identity 
of the sice of Ras Shamrs, meanwhile, which Emil Forrer, not 
long af^er Schaeffer’s arrival there, had suggested might be 
Ugarit, was established by references contained in other tablets, 
one of which gave the name of a local ruler as Ngmd (vocalised as 
NiqmadcU), among whose titles was that of MVi Vgrt —King of 
Ugarit. 

Other texts, such u Khoolboy slates on which the same word 
had been written a number of times, indicated that a school for 
scribes had existed in the vicinity of a temple dedicated to Baal. 
One of the teachers, a priest called Rabana, had compiled a dic¬ 
tionary as an aid to his pupils, and had written his name in the 
margin. It was evident, Coo, that several foreign languages had 
been taught at this theological college, including Sumerian (for 
learned and ecclesiastical purposes) and Accadian. 

Legal documents among the finds were represented by a war¬ 
rant ordering the arrest of some absconding miscreant, and by 
the will of a more worthy cidsen, who had left all his worldly 
possessions (including his servants of both sexes) to his wife 
Bidawa, whom his two sons, Jaatlinu and Jaanhama, were called 
upon to obey at all times, under threat of eviction from the family 
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home, iDd the payment of a fine of 500 silver shekels to the king. 
Other illuminating ^delights on the life of the times were pro¬ 
vided by the contents of a manual for the treatment of horses, 
including those animals which displayed a tendency to neigh or 
bite too much, and a tabulation headed Ganha (Price), which 
revealed the established bargaining procedure at the local bazaar. 
This lilt gave not only the Great Price (with which the negotia¬ 
tions began) and the SmaU Price (with which the haggling came 
to an end), but also the Gross Price, the Net Price, the Fixed 
Price, the Good Price, the Beautiful Price, and the City Price. 

The contents of the majority of the tablets, however, were of 
a mythological and religious character, a representative example 
of which is the Legend of Keret. The account opens with Reret, 
one of the early kings of Sidon, pictured as a tragic monarch who 
has had the misfortune to lose his entire family—his brothers, 
his wife, and his children. Of these, one third hsd died in health, 
and one-quarter in sickness; one-hfeh hsd succumbed to some 
pestilence or other; one-sixth were the victims of an unspecified 
calamity; and one-seventh had fallen by the aword (it will be 
gathered that the author of this tale of woe was no mathematician). 

In these dire circumstances, we learn, the tears of the bereaved 
king fell like ihekela to the ground, and so copious was their flow 
that the royal bed was loaked by them as the unhappy monarch 
sobbed himself to sleep. But, in an ensuing dream, ^e god El 
appears before him, and solicitously enquires (as if he did not 
already know) the reason for this lachrymatory display. After he 
hu unburdened himself of his trouble, the king is instructed 
to perform certain rituals, and thereafter to muster an army, 
300 myriads strong. At the bead of this host, he is to march for 
six days in the direction of Udum, whose King Pabel is possessed 
of a most beautiful daughter named Hurriya, which unsuspect¬ 
ing maiden is destined to bear King Keret many offspring. To 
secure this prize. King Keret must attack Udum, whose ruler, on 
the 7th day, will send two messengers loaded with silver and gold, 
in an attempt to buy him off. The silver and gold, however, must 
be refused, and the hand of the Lady Hurryia demanded in its 
stead. 

On awakening, King Keret follows out these instructions, and 
duly obtains the beautiful Hurriya. The high gods then assemble, 
Keret and his bride receive the blessing of £ 1 , and in the years 
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which follow the happy paix iind themselves the parents of 
numerous progeny. And when eventually the king falls so seriously 
ill that it is feared he is about to die» it is again El who comes to 
his aid. During this crisis, however* the running of the kingdom 
is neglected, and Prince Yasslb, the heir to the throne, somewhat 
rashly tries to persuade his aged father to abdicate in his favour, 
a proposal which is not at all well received. The eventual out* 
come, however, ia not known, for the remainder of the story is 
missing. 

The precise linguistic afhliations of the ancient Semitic tongue 
in which this and similar accounts are written has been the aub* 
ject of some difference of opinion among scholars. According to 
Albrecht Goetze and hia followers, Ugaritic is to be regarded as 
a distinct language, related to Accadian on the one hand, and to 
Csnaanite on the other. In the view of Albright and others, how¬ 
ever, both Ugaritic and Hebrew are West Semitic dialects to 
which the term Canasnite may, with due caution, be applied. At 
all events, a comparison of Ugaritic literature and ^ sacred 
writings of the Hebrews reveals extraordinary, and perhaps other¬ 
wise inexplicable, resemblances in language, style, and ideo¬ 
logical concent. 

Like their Hebraic counterparts, many of the Ugaritic texts are 
poetic in form, and make extensive use of the device known as 
parallelism, which entails a reiteration of similar or antithetic 
thought, e.g,. 

T/u /uavfns rain ail 
Tks wadies run with konry. 

Both literatures, in unmistakably identical terms, make men¬ 
tion of a monster called Leviathan, slain by the god Baal in the 
one account, and by Yahweh in the other. The Ugaritic version, 
moreover, gives the information, previously unknown, that the 
creature was endowed with seven heads. There are likewise refer¬ 
ences to a number of Canasnite sacrifidal practices which duly 
reappear in the Old Testament record, where they are described 
in the same technical terms used in the Ugaritic rituals-»the Peace 
Offering, the Trespass Offering, the Wave Offering, the Offering 
Without Blemish, the Bread of the Gods. Similarly, many fami¬ 
liar and hitherto supposedly Hebraic expressions are encountered 
in their earlier Ugaritic guise—“The bind longing for the springs 
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of waUr" (P&. 41 Ja); “The river of God” (Pe. 65:9)} "The dew 
of heaven, and the fat of the earth” (Gn. 27:39); while other 
phrases, though less literal in their employment, show evident 
signs of adaptation: "He who rides upon the clouds’* (“Behold 
Yahweh rid<4 upon a swift cloud"—Is. 19 Ji); ‘T will diride the 
sea” ("To Him which divided the Red ^a in sunder"—Pa, 
136:13); and "I know that AJeyn, the son of Baal, Uveih" ("1 
know that my Redeemer iiveth”—Jb. 19:25). 

In the face of these and many other correspondences, some of 
them no less startling (there are Ugaritic references to a Holy 
of Holies in the temple, to a popular hero called Daniel, who 
"decides the cause of the widow, and judges the case of the 
orphan", and to Baal who, as a Son of God (^ tlm) is put to 
death, later to rise again), the conclusion is inescapable that many 
of the religious beliefs and practices of the Canaanites were 
adopted by the Hebrews, snd so found their way into the Old 
Testament. 

Although, like that of the ancestors of the Hebrews themselves, 
the religion of the Cansanites was undoubtedly polytheistic, it has 
been suggested that by the time of the Conquest, their beliefs 
bsd begun to evince monotheistic leanings, in that its two prin* 
eipal deities were El and his son Baal. On s stele found at Ras 
Shamra, El is pictured sa a bearded old man, seated on a throne, 
snd in the act of receiving in offering from the King of Ugarit. 
He is referred to as the "Father of years** {cf. the “Everlasting 
Father” of Tssiih, snd the "Ancient of days" of Daniel), and is 
revealed as s remote and transcendental overlord, as the possessor, 
that is to say, of the very attributes with which the Israelites came 
to invest their own deity, originally conceived as a tribal moon> 
god whose abode was a tent. Certainly it would appear to be 
highly significant that £1 is the name by which Yahweh is called 
in Genesis (often in the plural of majesty, Elohim). 

It is at all events clear that much of the aupposedly lost Canaanite 
literature is, in fact, preserved in the sacred writings of their 
Hebrew conquerors, though the precise extent of the borrowing 
has yet to be determined. In the meantime, the discovery of iso* 
lated examples of the Ugaritic script at Beth Shameah, and also 
at Mount Tabor, in Galilee, suggeat that other extensive accumu* 
lations of these revealing documents may well await discovery in 
localities ftr beyond the confines of Ras Shamra. 








One of the page^form tablets recovered during excavations carried out 
at Pylos, on the Greek Mainland. (Photo: C. W. Blegan) 
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What was long held to be the oldest written record found on 
the Greek mainland was an inscription on a dipylon vase from 
Athens. But the find, dated about 750 6.C., could hardly be con¬ 
sidered of great historical slgnihcance, for this long lost message 
from the past merely stated: 

Whower of the dancers makes merry most gracefully^ let him 

receive this. 

Until comparatively recently, the beginnings of Greek history 
were associated with the ending of the Bronze Age c. zioo B.C.> 
an event heralded by the arrii^ in the Aegean area of a sup¬ 
posedly new race (the Greeks) in the guise of the iron-possessing 
Dorians. But in fact, as is now recognised, by the time this parti¬ 
cular Hellenic contingent appeared on the scene, the land had 
already been Greek for nearly 1,000 years. Even so, prior to 1S70, 
the Homeric epics relating to this earlier period were regarded 
as tictitioua, and the well-known historian George Grote voiced 
the sentiments of the time when be declared that in the eyes of 
modem enquiry the Trojan War was a legend, and nothing more 
—a view no sooner expressed that it had to be moditied as a 
result of the archaeological activities of Heinrich Schliemann. 

Contrary to all expectations, Schliemann succeeded in locating 
the site of the supposedly fabulous citadel of Troy, and after 
carrying out extensive excavations there, identilied nine super¬ 
imposed layers, the sixth of which he regarded as Homeric. And 
having thus confounded the experts, he then gave his attention 
to the Greek mainland, where once again his unconventional ideas 
produced startling results. According to an ancient tradition, 
echoed by the Greek geographer Pauaaniaa (and century a.d.), 
the ruined stronghold of Mycenae contained the grave of Aga- 
memnori, and other of the returned warriors from the siege of 
Troy who had been treacherously slain by Aegysthua and Clytem- 
nestra, So at Mycenae, Schliemann began to dig-—and quickly 
silenced hia critics (who looked upon the enterprise as a waste 
of time and effort) by locating the so-called royal burial circle, 
containing a series of shaft graves, cut in the solid rock to a depth 
of 25 feet. All told, the remains of nineteen person^-men, women, 
and children—were recovered, together with numerous weapons 
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and gold omaioents. There was thus revealed evidence which 
pointed to the existence of a Mycenaean civilisation extending as 
far back as the middle of the and mUlennium n.c. and beyond, 
though there was as yet nothing to suggest that its precursors 
were Greek. 

To these discoveries there were soon added those of Arthur 
Evans in Crete. Together with the Greek Archipelago and the 
mainland, this island constitutes one of the three main geographic 
regions of the Aegean ares, and the interest of Evans in its archaeo¬ 
logical possibilities was first roused in 1886. He was then Keeper 
of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, in which capadty he re¬ 
ceived from Greville Chester a Cretan seal-stone, engraved with 
unfamiliar hieroglyphic markings. With the intention of following 
up this clue» whi^ he believed might lead to the discovery of 
written records belonging to the early inhabitants of the region, 
Evans journeyed to Greece in 1893, and in the following year, 
after making a tentative exploration of Crete, he purchased a 
part of a ruined site at Knossos. The remainder of the area was 
acquired by him in 1900, in which year the task of excavation 
was begun, and almost at once a large collection of clay tablets 
was discovered. These documents, however, were inscribed, not 
with the hieroglyphs found on the seal-stone, but with an alto¬ 
gether different script. In all, three kinds of writing were re¬ 
vealed—that which had first attracted attention, and two cursive 
scripts, one seemingly a modification of the other, which the 
discoverer designated Linear A and Linear B. In all three in¬ 
stances, neither the language nor the writiflg was known, a state 
of affairs which waa destined to persbt for the next fifty years. 

Evans, meanwhile, became increasingly absorbed In the im¬ 
mense task of excavating and reconstituting the Knossos ruins. 
The main structure, evidently the remains of a palace, occupied 
about five acres, and comprised a veritable maze of rooms, lulls, 
and corridors, in parts several atoreys high, and grouped about 
a central courtyard. And here, in the shape of amenities which 
included bathrooms replete with hot water supplies and a fore¬ 
runner of the modern flush closet, was found evidence of a civili¬ 
sation of an unexpectedly high order, which the excavator, in 
deference to Minos, a legendary ruler of this island domain, 
termed Minoan. 

Neolithic remains at the site were found in the shape of an 
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underlying deposit^ some 36 feet thick. This Stone Age occupa> 
tioni which must have lasted many thousands of years, seemingly 
came to an end about 4000 B.C., and, as a matter of convenience, 
the succeeding Bran2e .^e was divided into three main periods^ 
distinguished as Early, Middle, and Late Minoan (EM, MM, 
LM). Each of these periods was further subdivided into three 
phases, numbered l*in, and representative of initial rise, sub¬ 
sequent maturity, and eventual decline. Absolute dating was 
achieved by way of Cretan art (in particular, ceramic art) and 
Egyptian synchronisms, e.g., a style of pottery characteristic of 
LM I, exported from the island to Egypt, was found in the Nile 
valley among other remains belonging to the xSth dynasty 
(1580-1350 B.C.). 

It was estimated that the great palace dated from the MM I 
period (aioo-r^oo 6.C.). During MM 11 , the structure appeared 
to have been destroyed, whereafter it was redesigned and rebuilt, 
and then once again badly damaged. A final reconstruction was 
undertaken in LM I, and this handiwork survived until LM 11 . 
The place was then laid waste and deterred, chough there were 
indications of s tentative reoccupaUon during LM HI, where¬ 
after the ruins were left to moulder and decay, their mase of 
corridors and underground drains in due course giving rite to 
the Greek legend of the Cretan labyrinth end the dreaded Mino¬ 
taur, half human, half buU, which supposedly inhabited it. 

The end of the Cretan civilisation appeared to be as inexplic¬ 
able as ita beginnings. According to Thucydides, Minos was a 
Greek, though Herodotus declared otherwise, while, If Homer 
was to be believed, as many as five different peoples had lived 
on the island at one time or another. Modern opinions were equally 
at variance, W. Ddrpfeld, who had assisted Schliemann at Troy, 
inclined to the view that both Cretan and Mycenaean art was 
essentially Phoenidan. Eduard Meyer, an expert in ancient his¬ 
tory, was content to exclude Asia Minor as its source, while 
Evans was convinced that the island ctilture, which he conceded 
might have been African In origin, had developed indigenously 
in its Aegean surroundings. So highly did he rate Cretan achieve¬ 
ments, indeed, that he ended, in the face of mounting evidence 
to the contrary, by contending that the Mycenaeans were Minoan 
invaders, and that the mairdand clvilisaUon was the result of 
Cretan colonisation. This view be maintained right up to the 




Z4$ I'OST LAf^GUAGES 

tim« of his death in 1941» and such was the weight of his authority 
that it long delayed a true appreciation of Aegean affairs duriz^ 
the Bronse Age. 

Stratigraphical evidence on the mainland, however, led to a 
recognition of Early, Middle, and Lete HeUadic periods, roughly 
corresponding to, but distinct from, their Minoan counterparts, 
and by 1930 not a few archaeologists had reached the conclusion 
thst t^ arrival of the hrat Greeks in Greece coincided with the 
beginning of the Middle Bronze Age, e. 1900 s.c., and that their 
ooming anticipated by some eight centuries the Dorian s^called 
invasion. Seemingly, the newcomers had mingled with the Early 
Helltdic inhabitants of the area, a people who were not Indo« 
European, and who had introduced non*Greek place and other 
names ending in •nthosy •ossos, ^ttos, and •tn$y e.g., Rorinthos, 
Parnassoa, Hymettos, Mykene. 

Thus, in direct opposition to Evans and his views, there arose 
a school of thought which held that the mainland civilisation, 
though it may well have been influenced by that of Crete, was 
largely independent of it. As for the evidence, cultural and other¬ 
wise, which Evans regarded as proof of Cretan conqueat and 
occupation of the mainland, it was suggested that this should in 
fset be interpreted the other way about, in that it was indicative 
of mainland control of KnossosI 

The piquancy of the situation was increased by the discovery 
of hundreds of Linear B tablets on the mainland at Pylos and 
Mycenae. Like their Cretan counterparts, these documents con¬ 
formed to one or other of two main types, in that they were either 
rectangular (page-form), or long and narrow, often with rounded 
ends (paim- 1 ^ style). And it was evident, too, that after the clay 
had bMn roughly shaped and inscribed, and the tablets dried (not 
baked) and filed in wooden boxes, their preservation bad been 
accidentally ensured by the subsequent firing they received when 
the buildings in which they were stored were burned to the 
ground, either unintentionally, or as the result of enemy attack. 
Even then, luck continued to play a part-^t Pyloe, for example, 
it was frequently observed that tablets which happened to have 
fallen face downwards were often badly damaged by microscopic 
rootlets, whereas others which had chanced to land right side up 
were in a much better state. 

It was now apparent chat the Linear £ material was more 
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widely distributed on the mainland than it was on Crete itaelf» 
where (unlike the Linear A records) it was restricted to Knossos. 
But the significance of this peculiar distribution of what were 
held to be Minoan documents remained open to more than one 
interpretation, and Evans and his supporters doggedly adopted 
the view that it merely confirmed Cretan domination of the main¬ 
land. In these contentious drcumstances, the question of the 
decipherment of the Linear B script became one of crucial import¬ 
ance, for it was clear that the information thus obtained would 
decide the iasue. 

But in this vital matter, little or no progress bad as yet been 
made—and it was largely Evans himself who was to blame, for 
scholars had been given scam opportunity to study the relevant 
documents, His Scrota Mtnoa (London, 1909), when it sppesred, 
was mainly devoted to the hieroglyphic and Liriear A material, 
and of the all-important Linear B script, only fourteen tablets 
were included. Some twenty-five years later, Evans gave another 
220 of these tablets to the world, in the fourth volume of his 
monumental Ths Paiace of Minos (London, 1935). But the bulk 
of the msteritl, amounting to some 3,000 ublets, still remained 
unpublished st the time of the death of their negligent hnder. 
A large and disorderly accumulation of notes then received atten¬ 
tion from his erstwhBe associate. Sir J. L. Myers, and details of 
the missing documents, more than 50 years after their discovery, 
at last appeared in Scripta Minca II (London, 1952)1 by which 
time they were merely of academic interest in so far as the ques¬ 
tion of their decipherment was concerned. 

Early investigators thus had little enough to go on. From the 
onset, it had been perceived by Evens that the tablets were evi¬ 
dently inventories, in which a decimal system of counting was 
used. The nature of the contents appeared to be indicated by a 
series of ideograms, some of which were clearly intended to repre¬ 
sent persons, animals, and various commodities of one kind and 
another. These pictorial symbols, moreover, were accompanied 
by groups of two or more other signs, of which there were about 
ninety in ail—too numerous to be alphabetic, and hence regarded 
as syllabic. 

J. Sundwall, an indefatigable student of the script from 1914 
onwards, employed the method of internal comparison, stressed 
the need to identify the objects depicted ideographically, and 
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c^led for an analysis of che measurements employed, while A. £. 
Cowley drew attention to the fact that the totals shown on the 
tablets were invariably introduced by one or other of two pairs 
of signs. Generally, it was assumed ^at the linear A script was 
an earlier form of Linear B, and that both expressed the same 
language, though attempts by various Investigators to identify it 
with Hebrew, Finnish, Hittice, Egyptian, and even Sumerian, 
were unsuccessful. Another approach, made independently of the 
inscriptions, sought to ascertain the probable characteristics of 
the language spoken by the Bronse Age inhabitants of the Aegean 
area, with particular reference to the non-Greek place names 
aforementioned, a false and bifurcated trail which led on the one 
hand to Anatolia, and on the ocher to Etruria. 

It was at this unprogressive stage that C. W. Blegan, in 1939, 
located the site of an extensive Mycenaean palace at Epano 
Englisnos, in the vicinity of Pyloi—and alroosc at once stumbled 
upon an archive room ^om which several hundred day tablets 
were recovered. In view of the prevailing uncertainties of the 
international situation, the documents were deaned, photo¬ 
graphed, and hidden in a place of safety. A few of the records, 
sufficient to give an indication of their nature, were published 
forthwith, and from the evidence thus provided, it was apparent 
that the writing was identical with that on the Linear B cablets 
which Evans had found at Knossoe. As it was by this time widely 
believed tliat the Mycenaean civilisation was Greek, the find 
raised questions of considerable importance to holders of the 
Mlnoan point of view, but any doubts were resolved, sc any race 
for the moment, by the assumption that the mainland records 
were an importation, not a native product. 

The task of editii^ the new material was entrusted to Emmett L. 
Bennett, of the University of Dndnnati, and his labours culmi* 
nated (after a delay caused by the war) in the publication of The 
Pylot Tablets (Princeton, 1951), wherein the texts were grouped 
according to their ideogrun context At the same time, a careful 
examination of the tablets was undertaken by Alice E. Kober, 
of Brooklyn, the results of whose penetrating studies appeared 
m a series of articles published from 1943 onwards until her un¬ 
timely death in 1950. Both contributions were of fundamental 
importance, and the work of Kober demonstrated, among other 
things, not merely that the language of the tablets exhibited 
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grammatical InSexions (as was« of course, not unexpected), but 
that certain regular sign variations were analogous to changes 
«hich were to be observed in another inflected language—I/Stin: 

rer-ou-r a-jfu^cu-s 

rer- 9 u*m 6-onu-m 

rer-et a-vu^ct do-nt 

!er~vo a^mi^co bo-no 

Given the syllabic nature of the Linear B symbols, might it 
not be the case that, like the ablative endings ~vg, ^co, -no above, 
the equivalent sign endings also shared the same vowel, but dif¬ 
ferent consonants? And, conversely, that other pairs shared the 
same consot^ant, but different vowels—as did oo/ou, ccfeu, rtolnui 
The outcome of this reasoning was a tabulation cautiousiy de¬ 
scribed by Kober as '*the beginning of a tentative phonetic pat¬ 
tern" (afterwards more familiarly referred to by the decipherers 
as "the grid"), in which the syllabic signs were grouped in accord¬ 
ance with their supposed vowel and possible consonant content, 
the arrangement being such that the scheme could be extended 
in either direction, as required (Fig. 10). 
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As Utilised by the decoders, the grid assumed the form of a 
board bristling with orderly rows of nails, on which labels bearing 
the various syllabic signs could be hung and moved about as the 
situation devdoped. The method was particularly valuable in that 
it precluded random attempts at vocalisation, since any alteration 
to an already assumed syUabic value had immediate repercussions 
on all other aigns sharing the same horizontal and vertical columns. 

In London, meanwhile, an event of decisive importance occurred 
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in 1936. Iq that y^ar, at an cdubitioii to commemorate the jubilee 
of British School of Athens^ Sir Arthur Evans gave a talk on 
Minoan affairs, and among his audience was a schoolboy named 
Michael Ventris. The lecturer’s account of the undeciphered 
writing of the Knossoa tablets so captured the imagination of thia 
young listener that he decided to devote himself to the solving 
of the problem. Subsequently, although Ventris made architect 
ture his career, his leisure moments were given to this self* 
imposed task. 

From the onset, Ventris inclined to favour the supposed 
Etruscan affinities of the unknown language of the tablets, and 
published what he himself afterwards described as an adolescent 
article on this aspect of the problem. But in 1950, encouraged 
by the availability of additional Pylos material, and spurred on 
by the acdvides of Sundwsll, Bennett, Kober, and other invesd- 
gators, he undertook a new series of analytical atudtes, listing the 
phonedc sigoa according to the frequency of their occurrence, 
and noting in addition thoae which were predonunantly initial or 
final, or which tended to occur in pairs, or which were at no time 
found in association with one another. Consideration was also 
given to the various sign groups, and a functional classificadon 
attempted. On a purely comparative basis, four categories were 
tentatively distinguished: 

I. Personal names 

a. Place names, and names of buildings 

3. Names of trades and occupations 

4. A general vocabulary 

In January, 1951, in order to test the validity of these and other 
findings, Ventris began an exchange of notes and ideas with a 
score of scholars who shared Ms interest In the problem, among 
them Bedfich Hroson^, who by this time had succeeded in con* 
vincing himself (but not bis colleagues) that he had at last aolved 
the riddle (he professed to have detected aimiJaritiea in the Cretan 
writing, not only to Egyptian and hieroglyphic Hittite, but also 
to Proto-Indie, Sumero-Babyiooian, Greko*Latin, and Cyprian I). 

The eighth of the Ventris communications concerned the out¬ 
come of his statistical investigation. In this note, be suggested 
that the frequent initial use of three of the signs in all probability 
indicated that they were representative of simple vowels, one of 
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which appeared to have the value s, and another the value <z—t2ua 
last an identification already suapected by several of the inveatt* 
gators, including Kober. Tliat the value of the third sign might 
be t was suggested by the r^umber of times it was found among 
groups of signs thought to be men's names, and in this event, 
a fourth sign, also regarded as a likely vowel, ootild be assigned 
the value o. Though the identification of consonants was a rnuch 
more difficult feat, by February, 1952, the contents of the grid 
had been considerably extended, thanks to a few slender clues 
and much judicious guesswork. 

It was at this stage of the investigations that Scripta Minoa II 
at long last appeared, and while for the most part the Knossos 
material tended to confirm the existing structure of the grid, 
there seemed to be some inconsistency between the spelling varla> 
tions exhibited by certain words. In an attempt to eradicate this, 
Ventris gave consideration to the syllabic value 30 for one of the 
signs concerned, a value which he had earlier had occasion to 
reject. And among other things, the amendment had a marked 
efiect upon triple groups of signs earlier listed by Kober as ap> 
pearing in alternative (Infiected) forms. From them, by incor* 
porating ja and jo values, in association with the third vowel 
provisionally identified as t, and by inserting numbers where 
unknown consonants occurred, Ventris obtained a series of skeletal 
words which, by their very appearance, suggested the substitu¬ 
tion of various consonants for the numbers. It was as though, to 
the incomplete words listed hereunder on the left, the values 
imT), 2*N, 4«S, 5*T, and 6»Y offered themselves as 

likely to reveal the familiar place names shown on the right: 


LE-E'-* 

WE-E>- 0 » 

• 0 -MI-LE.* 

lO-VE-'A-LE 

LE-IC-E<«E-* 


LE-ED-S 

WE-ED-ON 

RO-MI-LE-Y 

DO-VE-DA-LE 

LE-IC-ES-TE-R 


But what the astonished Ventris obtained, however, were the 
names of five of the leading towns of Crete—Anmisos, Rnossos, 
Tylissos, Phaistos, and LyktosI More arresting still, this identifi- 
cation of six of the consonants automatically endowed no less 
than 31 of the grid signs with fixed phonetic values, and these, 
when applied to the contents of some of the tablets, seemingly 
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gave the word “coriander” and the phrase "fitted with reigns" 
m Grttkl 

This momentous discovery was announced in a note (the twen¬ 
tieth of the series) which Ventris despatched to his fellow de¬ 
cipherers in June, 1952, though it was qualified by the suggestion 
that the supposed C^eek words were probably a mirage. But no 
sooner was the report on its way than Ventris realised, after 
applying the newly derived phorwde values to the contents of 
other tablets, that, unbelievable though it appeared, there was no 
escaping the conclusion that the language of the Linear B tablets 
was indeed an archaic form of Greek. 

Much, of course, remained to be done before the worth of this 
revolutionary thesia could be esublished. To this end, Myers put 
Ventris in touch with John Chadwick, of Cambridge, who had 
also been workiog on the problem, and whose cryptographic 
talenta and extensive knowledge of Greek dialects promised to 
be particularly useful The immediate outcome of this collabora¬ 
tion was the publication of s joint paper, "Evidence for Greek 
Dialect in the Mycenaean Archives” (Joumai of Hellmc Studios, 
Vol LlCCni, 1953), in which a table of sign values was given 
(Fig- 11), many interpretations were proposed, and the language 
of the Linear B records was identified as a Greek dialect akin 
to Arcado-Cyprian. 

The rewption accorded the Ventris discovery by leading 
archaeologists and philologists combined encouragement with 
some reservations. In 1952, Blegan had resumed work at Pylos, 
and had recovered several hundred more tablets from the site, 
and others soon afterwards came to light at Mycenae and else¬ 
where on the mainland. Would the contents of this additional 
material confinn the proposed solution? As it happened, it waa 
one of the records from Pylos which, most convincingly, pro- 
vided the answer. As yet unseen by Ventris, this document was 
examined by Blegan early m 1953. He reported that judging by 
Its ideographic content, it evidently concerned pots, some with 
three legs, others with three or four handles, yet others with no 
handto. And in terms of the proposed phonetic values, the accom- 
panjnng sign groups transliterated as H^ri^po (tripod); ti^o-w-e 
(with three handies); je-to-ro-tw (with four handles); and o-no-we 
(without handles). "All this", wrote Blegan, “seems too good to 
be true. Is coincidence excluded?” 
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The ^ct, now generally recognised, that the language of the 
Linear B tablets is an early form of Greek, raises the question of 
how the script came to be adapted to It. As to this, the adoption 
and extension of the Minoan signary was no doubt an outcome of 
mainland control of Knossos during the island’s LM II period, 
the beginning of which, according to Evans, was attended by the 
emergence of a "new dynasty of aggressive character". At all 
events, what must now be termed the Myctnotan Linear B script 
was unquestionably derived from an earlier Minoan version, moat 
likely that designated Linear A, which can in turn be traced back 
to Cretan hieroglyphic writing. And this, though Egyptian 
in character, is apparently an independent system. 

In their comprehensive Ihcuments in Mycmaean Grtik (Cam* 
bridge, 1956), Ventris and Chadwick themselves introduce a note 
of caution concerning the extent of the decipherment of the 
Linear B script. There remains, for example, the problem pre* 
tented by many of the ideograms. Bennett has listed (Pig. za) 
considerably more than zoo of these word signs (and there rnay 
well be others, yet to be encountered), and except where they are 
clearly pictorial (as in the case of Men, Tripods, Chariots), their 
meaning is uiusliy impossible to guess unless they are accom¬ 
panied by contextual clues. But just as the recognition of certain 
of the ideograms assisted the decipherment of the phonetic signs 
associated with them, so the newly acquired abillcy to read and 
understand many of the groups of syllabic characters haa enabled 
the meaning of some of the otherwise unidentifiable word signs 
to be determined. It sometimes happens that these meanings are 
given phonetically in the text—the word signs Indicative of Bronxe, 
Olive Oil, and Cloths, among others, were established in this wsy. 
On occasion, too, ideograms are encountered which incorporate 
a syllsbic lign. the phonetic element clearly representing a Greek 
adjective or noun in abbreviated form, aa ia shown by the fact 
that in a number of instances the word in question is repeated in 
full. Similarly, when the signs for the syllables Wi and Ko are 
placed within the Hide symbol, it is plain that their function is 
to distinguish between JVruios (oxhide) and Kows (sheepskin). 
But aa other examples show, when syllabic signs are employed 
ideographlcally in this manner, their meaning may vary In accord¬ 
ance with the nature of the items listed on the tablet. In the sazne 
way that the abbreviation Bk. in English might be read as Bank, 
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Bark, or Book, depending upon the context, so the Mycenaean 
Ko symbol, in edition to standii^ for Kov>os, may also repre^ 
sent Kondkos (helmet) when it occurs among weapons of war, 
and Koriandna (conander-seed) when it is found listed among 
condiments. 

The way in which various considerations led to the elucidation 
of other of the ideograms is exemplified by a series of tablets con- 
earned with Uvestodt. Apart from the easily recognised signs for 
Deer (rarely encountered) and Horses (seemingly listed in con* 
nection with military equipment only), four domestic arumals were 
named, the sign for one of which, the Pig, was also self-evident. 
About the identity of the remsining characters, all three of them 
highly stylised, there had been much speculation and argument 
in the past. But what was at one timg thought to be a variant of 
the Horse is now regarded ts a representation of the Ox, so that 
by a process of elimination, the investigators were left with two 
symbols which could not be other than those of Sheep and Goats. 
The problem was thus reduced to the question of deciding which 
was which, and it appears to have been sstlafactorily resolved by 
according the value Sheep, as the commoner of the two animals, 
to the sign which occurs most often—on occasion, appropriately 
enough, in assodadon with the symbol for Wool (the hair of the 
sheep is presumably to be regarded as a more probable textorial 
constituent than that of the goat). 

In addition to the problem presented by many of the ideo¬ 
grams, another, end overriding, difBculty which hinders a com¬ 
plete decipherment ia the relatively small number of texts which 
are at present available, and the fact that their contents, without 
exception, are inventorial, thus giving rise to a vocabulary which 
ia woefully defident in verbs and adverbs, in pronouns and pre¬ 
positions. Unhelpful, too, is the fact that between half and thiee- 
quartera of the known Mycenaean words are proper names, many 
of them personal names (considerably more than 1,000 of these 
have been recorded), for, whereas the IdendficatiDn of vocabulary 
words can be checked by their meaning (as determined by con¬ 
text), personal names do not lend themselves to verification in 
this way, with the result that some syllabic signs cannot yet be 
assigned a value. Moreover, even after a text has been trans- 
iitersted, it by no means follows that it can be read without 
ambiguity, for the Mycenaean syllabary is far from precise in its 
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rendering of Greek—a Greek, be it remembered, which bears 
about as much resemblance to the fenuHar classical version of the 
language as does Chaucerian English to that of the present day. 

But, despite these limitations^ much has already been learned 
horn the Mycenaean records, both directly and indirectly, about 
such varied matters as land ownership and agricultural produce 
(grain, olives, hgs, apices), textiles and garments (cloths, tunics, 
cloaks), furniture and household goods (tables, chairs, firetonga, 
lamps, pans, cauldrons) and naval and military equipment (ships, 
war chariots, corselets, helmets). Moreover, there is indisputable 
evidence that Pyloa and KnoMos acknowledged royal leadership, 
though the name of the king is not mentioned in conjunction! 
with his dtle, so that (t is not possible to identify any of the mon- 
archs with certainty. As for the royal subjects, from the wide 
variety of trades they followed, it is clear ^at there was a con* 
siderable differentiation of labour—there are references to shep* 
herds and goatherds, wood-cutters and huntsmen, carpenters and 
masons, metal-workers and bow-makers, spinnera and weavers, 
bath attendants and serving women. Other callings include those 
of physician, herald, and messenger, while the customary army 
of prlesta and priestesses was available to attend the wants of a 
no less inevit^le galaxy of gods and goddesses. Subject always 
to the proviso that the identification of personal namea rests on 
superhcisl resemblances, these divinities appear to include such 
well-known representatives of classical Creek mythology as Zeus, 
Hera, Athena, and Poseidon, not to mention possible references 
to Hermes and Dionysus. The tablets also mention persona who 
bear the names of more than 5c of the characters found in Homer, 
among them Castor, Theseus, Hector, and Achilles, but, in the 
complete absence of monumental inscriptiona, there have been 
no identifications of an historic riature. The apparent limiting of 
Mycenaean writing to commodity tablets and clay sealings (apart 
from a few inscriptions found on jars st Tiryns, Thebes, and else¬ 
where) thus raises the question of the extent of early Greek 
literacy, and S. Dow Inclinea to the view that the use of the 
Linear B script was confined to a few specialists. Against this, it 
has been argued that some of the records seemingly belonged to 
private dtisens, and that the existence of inscribed jars indicates 
that persons other than professional scribes knew how to read 
and write. It has also been surmised that from their outlines, it 
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would appear that the characters of the Lmeai A and B acripts 
were prinurily designed for writing in ink on papyrus or its 
equiv^ent, rather than for acratchii^ on clay tablets^ and that as 
these latter documents were in all probabUi^ periodically pulped 
or otherwise discarded, the flames which accidentally led to their 
preservation may have simultaneously destroyed what were in- 
tended to be more permanent records. 

However this may be, the fact remaina that after the deatruc- 
don of Pylos and other centres of culture at the dose of the Bronze 
Age, there is a blank of some three and a half centuries among 
the records, and that Greek writing, when it eventually reappears, 
does so not in a Minoan, but in a Phoenician, guise^4 different 
script entirely. Must we believe, then, that with the arrival of 
the Dorians, and the wholesale destruction which attended their 
coining, the art of writing was so completely lost that it was 
never regained in ita original form^ Or are we to suppose, aa 
A. J. Wace baa hopefully suggested, that the Greeks were much 
too intelligent a people to forget how to write, and that the onset 
of the Iron Age must have been marked by a period of transition, 
during which the use of the Dinesr B script was continued until 
tile manifest advantages of the Phcenictan system led to a gradual 
abandonment of the one, and the eventual adoption of the other? 
Wace even envisages the possibility of flnding documents giving 
8 muster roll of ships anticipating the Homeric Catalogue and 
Agamemnon’s battle order, and echoes the wistful speculation of 
Blegan that in some pslace or other there may be preserved the 
archive* of a political bureau or of a foreign office.. . . 

1^034 


Fia. 1}. Psrt of tbs AbiniD iiucriptutn from Byblos (after R. Dumud). 




CHAPTER V 


AMONG THE UNDECIPHERED 
I 

At THE SECOND Znternadonal Congress of Classical Studies, 
recently held at Copenhagen, 1 . J. Gelb described the achieve¬ 
ment of the late Michael Ventris in solving the problem of the 
Linear B script aa '‘the most successful single attempt in the 
whole history of the decipherment of unknown writings and lan¬ 
guages". Coming from so eminent a source, thia is high praise 
indeed, and the ^ct that the feat was accomplished, aa recently 
as 1952, by someone other than a professional philologist, cer¬ 
tainly suggests that there is nothing to prevent would-be Cham- 
poliions from exercising their ingenuity and their talents, alwsys 
providing that these attributes tre accompanied by a thorough 
knowledge of the subject of their choice. 

Not a few problems are st present outstanding, some of them 
far ^om new, t.g., that presented by the language of the Etruscans 
(vide which has long balfled scholars, and is seemingly little 
nearer solution to-day than it was 2,000 years ago. Other questions 
have arisen since the beginning of the present century, and at 
least some of them promise to be less intrsctable, in that they 
seemingly await nothing more than the discovery of addition^ 
material, unilingual or otherwise. Into this category, perhaps, can 
be placed a series of enigmatic inscriptions which came to light 
a few years ago (from 1929 onwards) at the ancient Phoenician 
town of Byblos. Since their publication by Maurice Dunand 
(Byblta grammaia, Beyrouth, 1945). the texts have been given 
much attention by Dhorme, who has reported the existence of 
more than 100 different signs (Pig. 13). The language is assumed 
to be Semitic, and the oldest of the inacriptiooa, variously ascribed 
to the 13th-nth centuries B.C., was found on the massive sarco¬ 
phagus prepared by King Inobsal for his father Ahiram. 

It 

The recent decipherment of the Mycenaean Linear B script 
has left unsolved the problem presented by the Cretan Linear A 
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and hieroglyphic writu^, which are believed to express a non* 
Greek, non-Indo-European language. Little Is known about the 
pre-Hellenic inhabitants of Crete, but there Is evidence of their 
having engaged tn commercial exchanges with Egypt during the 
Bronze Age, a contact which may well have led to the introduction 
of a form of hieroglyphic writing such as that to be found on tlie 
Minoan seal-stones. There Is little doubt that it represents, as an 
independent system, the beginning of writing on the island, and it 
would appear to hive been devised during the Early Minoan period. 

As in the case of the linear script which was subsequently de¬ 
rived from it, two classes of the hieroglyphic writing, labelled A 
and B, were distinguished by Evans. Hieroglyphic A apparently 
served as a means of identification, while the more advanced B 
class came into general use during MM 11 , and a cursive form of 
it was incised on clay. Further development, which probably took 
place during MM Ill, led to the appearance of the Linear A 
script, about a dozen examples of which were found by Evans at 
Knoisos. Ocher texts were discovered by Halbberr at the begin¬ 
ning of the present century, when he recovered about 150 small 
clay tablets from the so-called Royal Villa at Hagia Triada. These 
documents, all of the familiar page ahape, each contain from four 
to nine lines of writing, which progresses from left to right. As 
in all word syllabic ayatema, thru classes of signs are employed: 
ideograms, or word signs; syllabogrsins, or syllable signs; and 
auxiliary signs, such as a word division mark, here used in the 
form of a dot. Like their Mycenaean Linear B counterparts, the 
documents appear to be inventories, in which commodities are 
listed by means of ideograms, used In conjunction with seventy- 
five syllabic signs (Fig. 14). 


lU 

In July. 1908, at Phaiatoi, in Crete, the Italian scholar Luigt 
Pernier ^covered an inscribed terra-cotta tablet. It was roughly 
circular in shape, about 6 inches in diameter, and each face of 
the disc bore pictographic markings which were unusual in that 
they followed the path of a spiral. Each curve was made up of 
five coila, subdivided by vertical lines into sections, presumably 
containing words or sentences. The writing was also exception¬ 
able in tlut the individual characters were not incised, but ap¬ 
peared to have been stamped on the disc with the aid of movable 
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type. Stratigtaphical evidence eu^eeted that the find could he 
dated about 1700 B.C. (Fig. 15). 

A count of the signs showed that they numbered 241 in all— 
lid (in 30 sectionB) on one face of the dUc, and 223 (in 31 sec* 
tions) on the other. The symbols, which were highly pictorial, 
were clearly representafive of human and animal figures, build¬ 
ings, household goods, and so on. Pemier recognised 45 difierent 
characters, which he grouped under 7 main headings, horn 
Vegetation and Plants to Arms and Tools. In as much as living 
creatures were shown facing towards the right, it was assumed 
that the writing progressed from right to left, and that, const* 
quently, it began at the outside and ended in the centre of the 
disc. 

Although some of the pictures bear a resemblance to the sym¬ 
bols of other Cretan scripts, in the main the forma are dilTerent, 
and appear to represent a separate development. One of the char* 
acters, a pliuned head-dress, often repeated, has been held to 
suggest that the disc is an importation, and some scholsri have 
ascribed authorship to the Anatolians, though nothing like it has 
been found in Asia Minor, or indeed anywhere else. Until sddi* 
tional material does come to light, the prospects of decipherment 
would seem to be slight, for it would be rssh to assume that the 
45 signs which tppesr on the disc constitute the entire system. 
In their Documents in Mycenaean Gtttk, Ventris and Chadwick 
suggest that, having regard for the brevity of tbe inscription, the 
total number of signs Is probably about 60, and that from this, 
plus the fact that Individual words consist of from 2 to 5 Mgns, 
it may be assumed that the writing is syllabic, and of the Aegean 
type. 


IV 

About the middle of the 29th century, on the island of Cyprus, 
the Due de Luynea happened upon examples of an unknown 
script which was subsequently deciphered, largely through the 
efforts of George Smith. The writing consisted of 56 signs, each 
of which stood for a syllable ending in a vowel, and most of the 
500 known inscriptions proved to be written in a Greek dialect. 
They dated from about 700 B.c,, and it was apparent that the 
syllabary was ill-adapted to Greek, and that originkly It had been 
designed to suit an indigenous language. This native tongue, when 
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it was encouatered in some of the mscriptionB, could not be under* 
stoodf and it was distinguished by the name of Cteocyprian. 

Subsequently^ at Hnkomi (ancient Salamia) and elsewhere on 
the island, a series of short inscriptions was discovered, written 
in unfamiliar characters. This writing, belonging to the Bronze 
Age, was clearly much older than that previously discovered, and 
it was assigned to between 1500*1150 B.c. More of these ancient 
inscriptiona were found during 1952*3, when excavations con* 
ducted on behalf of the Department of Antiquides revealed three 
baked clay tablets. Two of these tablets were much damaged, 
but the third preserved 22 continuous lines of text on one face, 
and a smaller number on the other. There were 57 dilferent signs, 
presumably syllabic, and individual words were separated by a 
division mark in the form of a short, vertical stroke. 

Analysis has shown that of the 22 lines, each contains from 
4 to 5 words; that the same 5-letter word ii repeated on lines 3 
and lo; that another, 3-letter, word appears on lines 5, 8, and n; 
and that a 2-letter word is to be found on lines 4, 10, and 18. The 
script progresses from left to right, and according to one theory 
it is a descendant of Minosn-Mycenaean writing, though an 
attempt to read it in Greek was inconclusive, in psrt because of 
an insufBdency of material. A possible external source of addi* 
tionsi inscriptions has been revealed by Schaeifer, who recovered 
a fragmentary example of the script from the remains of a private 
residence at Ras Sbatnxa (Fig. 16). 

V 

Although about 10,000 inscriptions in the Etruscan language 
are known, four-fifths of them are of a aepulchral nature, and 
nothing properly describable as literature has survived, assum* 
ing that it once existed. Atteropts (0 translate the remaining frag* 
ments have been made since the time of the Greek historian 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus (ist century B.C.), who described the 
unknown tongue as unlike any other. Ardueological evidence 
suggests that the ancestral home of the Etruscans was Asia Minor, 
and thus adds colour to the Lydian theory of Herodotus. As for 
possible linguisric affiliations, Trombetti*a last word on this all* 
important question was that the lariguage belonged to a group 
wlidch waa intermediate between Caucasian and Indo-European, 
though B. Nogara inclines to the view that it is a mixed tongue 
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Fig. 19 . Etrvucafi in»criptio& oo the Poi^ffu opfut (&DQI D. Diricg^f’t 
1 A« Alpfubit, HucdunMO vid Co. (nblishen) Ltd., Londoo). 
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with dose Italic connections. But the only certain fact that has 
emerged Is that a cognate has yet to be found, and that in its 
absence, the language cannot be understood (Fig. 17). 

Investigations based on internal analysts, assisted by 30 or so 
brief and not very helpful £trusco*Latin bilinguals, has enabled 
translations to be made of some of the shorter texts, in which 
the same words are often repeated. Of considerable aid to these 
interpretations was the fact of the predominantly epitaphic nature 
of the inscriptions, and the anticipated occurrence of words such 
as avil (year), tin (day), alpan (offering), pttia (wife), ati (mother), 
lautn (f^ly), and ril (age). And a useful, if somewhat tantalis* 
ing, guide to the names of the first sbc numbers was unexpectedly 
provided by the contents of a tomb at Toscanella, which con¬ 
tained a pair of ivory dice bearing the words mvA, »al, thu, huik, 
ei, and sa. The distribution of the numbers, however, remains 
a matter of conjecture, and the auumption that it follows the 
traditionsl z-6, 2-5, 3-4 arrangement may be unfounded. Other 
valuable clues have been provided by recognisable paintings ac¬ 
companied by the names Clutmsta (Clytemnestra) and £lina-i 
(Helen). But lengthy texts, such as the writing found on the linen 
bandages of some mummified remains (containing as many as 
50c different words), still await a satisfactory translation. 

VI 

Knowledge of the Mayan glyphs was lost to the world through 
the fanatical bigotry of Diego de Landa, second Bishop of Yucs> 
tan, who atiumed office not long after the Spaniah descent upon 
the New World at the end of the 15th century. In an attempt to 
stamp out all trace of the native religion, this vandal cleric ordered 
the wholesale destruction of Mayan records, and so zealously 
were his instructiona put into effect that out of many hundreds 
of pre-Columbian illununated manuscripts on sized-agave paper, 
only three are now known to exist. And with the loss of these 
irreplaceable documents, there also perished all knowledge and 
understanding of a culture which, calendrically at least, was 
superior to that of its destroyer. 

This fact emerged when, by a strange twist of fate, a forgotten 
work by de Landa, written in 1566, was discovered three cen¬ 
turies later in the Royal Library of Madrid. It gave details of the 
glypba which the Mayas had used to designate days and months, 


Fig. td. Ma 740 gljrphl (Tbe British Mumutd), 
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and it also contained an alleged alphabet of 27 letters. When this 
information was applied to the contents of some of the numerous 
monumental inscriptionB which existed amidst the ruins of ancient 
Mayan cities, the calendrical data proved to be reliable. Most 
disappointingly, however, it quickly became apparent that the 
supposed alphabet was worthless, and it would seem either that 
the Bishop misunderstood his informants, or that he was de¬ 
liberately misled by them. 

The meaning of about a third of the signs is known, and from 
the insight thus gained, the Mayan system would appear to be 
predominantly ideographic (Pig. 18). The existence of phonetic 
elements has long been claimed by many investigators, and recent 
advocates of this view include the American scholar Benjamin 
Whorf and the Russian linguist J. V. Knorctfov, But I. J. Gelb 
is highly sceptical of all such claims. He makes the point that a 
phonetic writing, if the underlying language is known, cannot long 
resist decipherment; that Mayathan continues to be spoken by 
some 350,000 people in the neighbourhood of Yucatan; and that 
consequently, the Maya writing cannot be a phonetic system, If 
only b^use it has so successfully defied ail attempts at elucidation. 

vtl 

Evidence of the existence of a hitherto unknown civilisation 
which Nourished in the Indus valley during the 3rd millennium 
B.C. was hrtt found more than 100 years ago at Harappa, in the 
Montgomery district of the Punjab, though a detailed examina* 
don of the site was not undertake until the 1920*8. At this time, 
another mound was discovered and Investigated some 450 miles 
away at Mohenjodaro, where the spade revealed the remains 
of an extensive city which had boasted brick houses of more 
than one storey, equipped with baths and drains. 

It has been suggested that a noticeable absence of inscriptions, 
other than on seals, points to the use of some perishable material 
for archival purposes. As for the seals, of copper and stone, about 
Soo of these have been recovered, each containing, on average, 
half a dozen signs (Fig. 19). Estimations of the total number of 
the signs vary—G. R. Hunter has distinguished 253, S. Langdon 
zS8, and C. J. Gadd 396 different characters, the pictorial origin 
of some of which is evident. The script, which appears to be 
mainly, but is probably not wholly, ideographic, normally reads 
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from right to left, but on occasion the reverse direction is en^ 
countered, and sometimeB boustrophedon. 

From the point of view of deciphennent, the writing presents 
a formidable problem. Absolutely nothing is known about its 
users—their race, their language, the names of their leading citi¬ 
zens, all are long forgotten. The only possible due is a prospect 
of establishii^ Mesopotamian connections, suggested by certain 
significant features, «.g., the existence of cylinder seals. In the 
meantime, Meriggi has essayed a purely ideographic interpreta¬ 
tion, Langdon and Hunter have tried in vain to explain the script 
in terms of the Brahmi alphabet, Hrozon5^ has advocated the 
merits of a possible Hittite solution, and M. G. de Hevesy has 
sought the answer on far-off Easter Island, As to this, if, as 
Langdon confirms, there can be no doubt as to the identity of 
the Indus valley writing and the rongo rongo script, the similarity 
must, as he also suggests, be the outcome of an astonishing his¬ 
torical soddent. At all events, the proposed association with Easter 
Island may be dismissed as geographically very unlikely, and as 
chronologicsUy highly improbable. 

VlII 

In 1722, the Dutchman Jacob Roggeveen, in the course of 
sailing across the Pacific from east to west, discovered Rapa-nui, 
or Easter Island, the 45 square mile surface of which was found 
to be dotted with hundreds of outsize stone figures. No leas mys¬ 
terious were numbers of wooden tablets, some of them 6 feet 
long, covered with a pictographic writing, the like of which was 
not to be found elsewhere in Polynesia (Fig. so). The name given 
to these unusual tablets by the natives was hohau-rmgo-rong^, and 
after the establishing of a mission on the island in 1864, many 
of the records suffered destruction at the hands of their owners, 
with the result that to-day only a score or so are known to exist. 

Some of the symbols consist of representations of human beings, 
birds, fish, and plants, while others take the form of geometric 
designs. On being questioned as to the purpose and meaning of 
the script, aged is^ders vouchsafed the information that the 
tablets were of different kinds. The contents of some were sup¬ 
posed to ensure the fertility of the fields, while others, such u 
the hokau 0 U ranga, contained powerful charms, designed to 
brir^ about the downfall of an enemy. But attempts to prevail 
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Fig* 40. Emw Iiltfld range r»go script (from T. Hejerdahl’* Atru-Aku, 
Otarga Alien end Unwin Ltd,, LondM). 
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Upon the natives to lead aloud irom the tablets were not suc' 
cessful. One man obliged his questioner by giving three different 
renderings of the same tablet in the course of as many days, and 
another merely intoned the equivalent of "This is the fi^re of 
a man; nert comes the outline of a bird. . . Too late, it was 
realised that knowledge of how to read the writing had been 
lost. 

The script, every other line of which is in an inverted position, 
may well it an importation. According to the Viennese scholar 
Robert von Heine-Geldern, the original source was China, while 
de Heveiy, as already noted, favours the Indus valley. Local 
tradition, however, suggests that the script was brought to the 
island by 300 warriors and their families about the 12th century 
A.D., and moreover maintains that it was primarily intended for 
use by bards, who read from the tablets while chanting. This 
lends support to the ideas of Th. S. Barthel, who holds the 
script is merely an embryonic form of writing, consisting merely 
of catch*words intended to serve a mnemonic purpose. 

IX 

The Elamite version of the Achaemenisn trilinguals was pre* 
ceded by what hu been termed Proto«Elamite writing. This was 
seemingly evolved, e. 3000 B.c., at Susa (Shushan). a city on the 
Karkhev River, aome 150 miles north of the head of the Persian 
Gulf, and the capital of the ancient kingdom of Elam. Early 
and late forms of the script appear to exist, the more recent 
example consisting of a comparatively small number of signs 
(between 50 and 60 have been recognised to date). The eaxHer 
writing, on the other hand, contains several hundred signs, all 
of them apparently ideographic (Fig. 21). Usually, though not 
invarisbly, they progress from right to \eh, and with few excep- 
tions, the writing is confined to clay tablets, the contents of which 
appear to relate to economic matters, though as yet, none of the 
signs can be safely read. It has been deduced, however, that an 
accompanying numerical system is probably decimal, 

Whether or not the Proto-Elamite scripts are to be regarded 
as entirely independent inventions cannot yet be finally decided. 
But in view of the close proximity of the Sumerians (by whom 
the Elamites were on occasion defeated and subjected), this is to 
be looked upon as unlikely, particularly in %dew of the fact, as 
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earlier recounted, that the Etamitea eventually abandoned thU 
style of writuig, and adapted a much simpUfi^ fonn of Baby¬ 
lonian cuneiform to their needs. This suggests the Proto- 
Elamite script may have originated in a like manner, and that in 
this possibility an aid to its dedpherment is perhaps to be found. 
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Sofdiaoa, 68 
Smaliland, ap 
Speech, human, 13, x8 

Spei^ F. A, W., ja 
Scam, L', jj 

8i> J^ien (rort RaaMd), 39 
Smre fed, the, lap 
Strabo, 67, 75 

St^cmatms (Qemeot of Aleaandrie), 33 
SniTtavaAt, E. H., 119 
Sumer, loj, t04 

Sumahana, the, xoafF., :e6f., ifj 
laofuafe tad writinf of, 100IC 
Sundwall, J,, >49, 132 
8ur(Trre), 69, 1341. 

Sunt 76 

Suet (Shuahan), 69,88,98, n a, x?j 
BjHabofftme, aof., 65, xoj, tasf,, 133, 

Syni, 32, 35,60,73, xi3lf., 132 


Tebenaab (Lebermah), xij 
Tabor, Mount 144 
Taehtra, the, M 
Tacinv, 33 

Takbto-Jamahid, 7ef., 74, ?8 
Talbot W. H. F\, xoo 
1“^' 53 , 

Tarchundaraui, xt? 

Terhondemoe soee, the, 124 
TaaUua, lap 

Taurua Motxntaina, the, ia4 
Teiapea, 66, 91, 94 
Telepinuah. X13 

Tail al'Amama Letten, the, KX4, It?, 
>*7, >34 
Teabub, tso 
Taxiar, C., 116 
•niebee (Efvpt), 33, 63 
Thebee (Greece), 159 
Thcaeua, 130 
Thompaon, R. S., tax 
Thompaon, Sir H., 53 
Thnaane, the, 1x5 


Thucydidea, 147 
Tiainat (Tebom), in 
Tlfleth^pileaer 1, lee, 136 
Tifria, tne. 103 

Tifro>£uphntee valley, the, 761X31 
Tiryna, 159 
Tondem, 77 
Toecaaella, 169 
Traniliteratioii, a8 
TVooafr m Syria (J. L. Burckherdt), 
:j6 

Trojan War, the, J45 
TKmbetti. A., 14, 16, 167 

Tujuu, laa 
Tuahratta, xi$ 

Tutankbamon, ia6 
Tutmoaia, SI 
Tutmoaia I, 1x4 
Tuenoaia III, 114, 134 
Tychaen, O. G., 77ft 
’O^M, T. Ch., 37 

Tybaeea, 133 
Tyro (Sur), 69, X34f. 

Tyruna, the. 134 

Udi, 30 
Udum, 142 

Uferit (tUa Shemre), i 3 *S(., 140,144, 

167 

ULikunsnia, the Sonf of, 129 
Ur, loxff. 

Uriah, 117 
Ur-oemmu, 193 
U <r^-hi-li^*ia, 124 
Ut'Niplahtim, ttef, 

Velle. t>. deUi, ?if. 

Van, 87 
Verro, :8 

Vmtikid Sadt, the, 76 

Ventria, M., tsaS., t6> 

Poc w eaw ik Mytmatan Ornk 
(with J, Chadwiek), x$6, x6s 

/of Grech ZbWeel (with 
J. Cheewiek), 154 
Venua Tablet!, the, le? 

Virgin*! Stream, the, 35f. 

VireUeeud, C., 133, x37fT. 
t^pniefun Ztiriatg, the, 139 
Vpyafi efl AroWe (C. Niebuhr), 74, 7^ 

Weee, A J., i6e 
Wehabih, A. B, A., 41 
Anaent AlthabtU, 41 
Warburteo, w., 38 
^tena X^fetion of MpiU, 38 
Warks (Uruk), 103 
Wcoamon, 63 


LO$T LANGUAGES 
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WMCergUffd. K. V-. 96, 9S . 

Wewers A<U, 66« 75, 10a, 114 
Whorf, B., 171 
WuicU«r» H., XI? 

W&fd SigM (idMgniMX S^> 9^1 
joo, j©f, ia 3 ,156, *63 
Wn^, W., 116 

WriOAg. 

alphwtie» toft, 
bouatrophadon, ax, i 30 » 173 

idMfrapbic» 19, 64,149. >63, i?J 

natcriAli. tSf. 

ORgiM u, 19 

phfinctk, »«a., j«5, lait, 137, x?! 
pietographi^ itf., 6$, J 04 
tyiltbic. ao/., 6 Si > 03 . x»3f., 133 , 
t49f., till tis 

Writhif, A J. GalbX io 

Xem*! 6Sf.i Stfr.» $5, 87,9:1 106 


Yahwch, Ui 33 . * 43 ^* 

Yaku^ 7 « 

Yatt^, ehc, S6 
Tiwib. J 43 
Yemaft. tbe, 73 
Yo’JtO'bo cbeory, the, 24 
Ydwig, Sir T., x 7 , 4: ft, 47ff-, 54 
Ax Aueynt tg Sojfu Xaccnx 
m«n», 46 


Zaradxuibtra (ZorOMCex), 76 

ZorA, 701 76, 78f., Spft 

Ztnd Avtsta (A. Duperroxi)* T^i 82* 86 

2 fftd Atmta, tba, So 

Zeu»,x 59 

Zigguxaai 103 

Zo«g«i O., 38 ,46 

Zobik, 7» 
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hook ^at U 9hut iohuta 
<5^ OOVT. OF INDIA <4 
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^BAo help MB to keep the book 
'dean and moain^. 







